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Introduction 


Audiences, Film Studies, and Frank Capra 


n his autobiography Frank Capra identified the audiences for his movies 

as “a thousand pairs of eyes and ears.” The description is both accu- 

rate, given the number of people who might attend a film screening, 
and also a little bit monstrous, an invocation of a hydra-headed, all-seeing, 
all-hearing spectator. As such, the image seems just right for a classical- 
era director who, like Capra, needed to respect and believe in his audiences 
and also, quite possibly, fear them just a little. Later in his autobiography 
Capra seemed less ambivalent about viewers and also absolutely certain of 
his connection with them. “I simply did my thing with film,” he wrote, 
“and the people responded.” ! 

Did they ever. For a variety of reasons—because of Capra’s celebrity, 
changes in archival methods, practices of industry trade journals, and even 
because Capra was something of a packrat, unable to throw much out—we 
are left with extraordinary evidence of just how those audiences reacted to 
this director’s movies. In fact, probably more than most filmmakers from 
the era, Capra attracted this kind of attention. By the early-to-mid 1930s, 
after a number of box office successes and concerted publicity efforts by his 
employer, Columbia Pictures, Capra almost certainly had become one of 
the two most famous directors in the country (probably only Cecil B. De- 
Mille was better known, with Charles Chaplin’s fame coming mostly from 
his acting rather than his directing). Capra also was among a very select 
group of filmmakers (besides DeMille, Walt Disney comes to mind, and 
perhaps some of the heads of the studios) who could compete with major 
movie stars in terms of celebrity and media attention. As a result, there is a 
great deal of material assessing Capra’s work, generated by fans, the news 
media, the government, and other groups and institutions. 


Capra participated in more kinds of film production than perhaps any 
other major director from the period: studio-produced feature films, inde- 
pendent films, military filmmaking, and educational films, for example. In 
doing so he made films that were directed at very broad audiences in the 
domestic and international markets for feature films, as well as at relatively 
small audiences such as enlisted men and German prisoners of war during 
World War II and junior high and high school students during the 1950s 
and 1960s. The responses from these viewers varied for each film; some- 
times Capra seemed to be channeling perfectly the desires of his viewers, 
and sometimes he invoked the wrath of all those pairs of eyes and ears. The 
response was never monolithic, and Capra’s audiences should at all times 
be thought of in the plural. 

These audiences assigned themselves to fairly self-evident identity 
groups, and were also often understood that way by the various experts— 
the sociologists, film scholars, psychologists, teachers, and others—who 
concerned themselves with movie viewing. That is, they were children, or 
men, or women, or Americans, or they fell into other, similarly monolithic, 
categories. But they also understood themselves to be responding to movies 
as members of other, less obvious, groups, and were also often classified 
that way by those same experts. Such classifications add great nuance to 
our own understanding of viewers and of the best ways of studying them. 
Most important, these classifications were not based on the readily appar- 
ent, seemingly unchosen categories of age or gender or race or nationality, 
but were instead frequently chosen for viewers by governmental and pri- 
vate institutions. Thus we can study Capra’s audiences as groups that were 
designated prisoners of war, or military conscripts, or high school students 
following specific courses of study, or criminals. By examining these clas- 
sifications and these audiences, as well as the ways they were understood 
during the period in which Capra’s films appeared, we can understand new 
ways of thinking about identities and the relationships between viewers, 
about the constitution of viewing subjects, and about the history of the con- 
cerns with the ways that spectators have interacted with the movies they 
have watched. 

The seventy-year accumulation of material from Capra’s viewers co- 
incides well with recent developments in film studies. Over the last ten 
to fifteen years the discipline has taken a renewed interest in movie audi- 
ences, in theorizing and historicizing the empirical evidence that viewers 
have left behind, understanding the data that tells us who these audiences 


were and what they watched, and determining where they saw movies. 
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A number of scholars have contributed to this reception studies project: 
Janet Staiger, for instance, has produced significant work on various as- 
pects of the historical audience; Gregory Waller has studied audiences and 
exhibition practices in a single town in Kentucky; Charles Maland has ex- 
amined Charles Chaplin as a cultural icon; and Jackie Stacey has exam- 
ined women’s memories of the actresses they watched in Great Britain 
in the 1940s, r950s, and 1960s. Melvyn Stokes and Richard Maltby have 
edited two volumes on audience studies that consolidate much of the best 
new historical work, and Annette Kuhn has analyzed memory, the status 
of oral history, and filmgoing in the United Kingdom during the classi- 
cal era.* More broadly, scholars have grown increasingly interested in the 
production of what we might call film culture, in the ways in which fans 
have learned about movies and experienced them; for example through fan 
magazines, or in the context of dish nights, bank nights, and other the- 
ater contests and giveaways, or as part of a day of shopping downtown. 
This type of analysis might also include the location of theaters and an ex- 
amination of the ethnic, race, class, and gender backgrounds of the people 
who went to movies. Indeed, perhaps the most significant argument in film 
studies over the last decade has been the one between Robert Allen and Ben 
Singer in Cinema Journal about the audiences for Manhattan’s nickelode- 
ons, concerning where they saw films, how frequently they went to movies, 
and, more broadly, the proper methodology for carrying out this kind of 
historical reception project. 

The discipline’s interest in these issues has also been responsible for the 
recovery of the significant historical texts of audience studies. In just the 
last few years, and in the example of just one journal, Screen has recovered 
the findings about film spectatorship of the somewhat ominously named 
Mass Observation unit in postwar Great Britain, and has published the 
first English translation of Emilie Altenloh’s 1914 dissertation about film- 
goers in Mannheim, Germany, A Sociology of the Cinema: The Audience.‘ 
By placing emphasis on issues of reception, film studies has returned, in a 
manner of speaking, to the discipline’s concerns of at least seventy years 
ago. Film studies is almost certainly one of the least historicized of the aca- 
demic disciplines, and there often seems to be an assumption that it began 
in earnest in the United States only in the late 1950s or early 1960s, with the 
importation of French (typically auteurist) theory. But, in fact, film studies 
had flourished long before this. Precise evidence can be difficult to come by, 
but the r950s and 1960s probably mark only the movement of film studies 
firmly into the sphere of the humanities. Before this, at least since the late 
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19208, the study of cinema had been as much a social science as anything 
else, and a principal object of study was the audience. 


Film Studies and the Film Audience 


A discussion of the tensions in early U.S. film studies might begin with 
two of the significant practitioners. In 1939 Margaret Farrand Thorp wrote 
that “there are other people who make the movies besides the artists and 
technicians in Hollywood,” and then added that these were the “eighty- 
five million Americans [who] go to see a picture every week.” She con- 
tinued that “in whichever direction justice lies it is undoubtedly true that 
no art has ever been so shaped and influenced by its audience as the art of 
cinema.” Thus Thorp, a sociologist, began America at the Movies, a major 
scholarly study published by Yale University Press. We can learn a great 
deal about Thorp’s methodology from the very title of the book and also of 
her chapters: “Eighty-Five Million a Week” and “What Movie Tonight?” 
for example.° For Thorp, the proper study of cinema was the audience and 
the relationships between films, the film industry, and consumers. On her 
frontispiece she turned the audience into the stars of her book with a photo- 
graph of a theater full of viewers watching a movie. 

At about the same time as Thorp’s study, Robert Gessner began teach- 
ing his “History and Appreciation of the Cinema” class at New York 
University, which will, as I show in chapter 2, become significant to this 
study of Capra’s audiences. Gessner examined a different facet of cinema 
each week with such headings on his syllabus as “The Early American 
Spectacle,” “Legend and Fantasy in Germany,” “The Moving Camera in 
Germany,” “The Psychological Film,” “Contemporary Soviet Naturalism,” 
“The American Film of Protest,” and “An American Classic” (Capra’s It 
Happened One Night). As with the title of Thorp’s book, the title of Gess- 
ner’s class and these syllabus headings give a strong indication of Gessner’s 
approach. Unlike Thorp’s book, though, Gessner’s class seemed clearly 
centered on the history of texts, on the nature of the films themselves, and 
on ways of making meaning from them by clustering them around national 
and generic concerns, differentiating one film from the other, and ranking 
them.® That is, Gessner stressed something like what we would now call 
textual analysis, the examination of a film’s production of meaning similar 
to models from literature and art history. 

There were ample precedents for the approaches of both Thorp and 
Gessner. Of special interest here, though, is that as soon as intellectuals 
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\MERICA AT 
THE MOVIES 


ARGARET FARRAND THORP 


_ NEWHAVEN - YALE UNIVERSITY PRESS - 1939 


The audience as main character on the title 
page of Margaret Farrand Thorp’s book about 


viewers, movies, and the film industry. 


began taking the cinema seriously, they just as often focused on issues 
of audience as on meaning, aesthetics, and style. As early as 1909 Jane 
Addams, in The Spirit of Youth and the City Streets, paid as much atten- 
tion to theaters as she did to the films themselves. This interest was very 
much in keeping with the era’s reformist concern over the sites of children’s 
leisure: not only movie theaters but also parks and playgrounds.’ About 
twenty years later film had fully entered the academy not only as a humani- 
ties discipline related to literature and art but also as a branch of study 
related to sociology, with a specific interest in audience activity. The most 
famous example here, of course, is Robert Lynd and Helen Merrell Lynd’s 
study of Muncie, Indiana—the Middletown of their book’s title—in which 
filmgoing habits and other modern consumer activities received significant 
attention.® 

Shortly after the Lynds’s work, issues of reception came to dominate film 
studies with the publication of the research sponsored by the Payne Fund, 
which concentrated on the effects of the cinema on children and adoles- 
cents. The very titles of some of the studies demonstrated this emphasis: 
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ys, 8.00 to 9.45 p,m. 
r ‘sessions, from September 27 to January 10. 


‘or fifteen sessions: $10.00 
Single admissions: $1.00, to be secured in advanoe at 20 Washington Square North. 

€ 
This series of revivals will present the history of the motion picture through a representa- 4 
tive collection of the best works of cinema creators throughout the world. It is designed 
to be of educational and cultural value to students of literature, photographic art, acting, 
ieee. contemporary history, -and sociology. 


The filn showings at each session will be preceded by a brief introductory comment by Robert 
Gessner, author and screen writer, who will direct the course. Class disoussion will follow 
e8ch screening. A different period of style or aim will be presented each Monday evening, 

thus making possible a comprehensive history and appreciation of the cinema. Actors, direot- 
ors, end writers will speak at some of the revivals. 


September 27. The Rise of the American Film. The New York Hat by D. ¥W,. orirfith, with Mary 
Piokford and Lionel Barrymore; the Fugitive by Thomas H. Ince, with William S. Hart; The 
Clever Dummy, a Mack Senriett oomedy; A Fool There Was, with Theda Bara. 


October 4. The Movies Come of Age. The Birth of a Nation py D. W. Griffith, with Lillian 
Gish. rt 


‘ 


October 11. The Comedies. His Bitter Pill, a Mack Sennett satire; The Freshman with Harold 
Lloyd; The Sex Life of the Polyp with Robert Benchley; The Skeleton Dance by Walt Disney. 


Ootober 18, Zhe Harly American Spectacle. Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse by Rex Ingram, 
t with Rudolph Valentino. : 


October 25. Legend and Fantasy in Germany. Primitive German films, 1898. Don Juan's 
Wedding; Misunderstood; The Golem; The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari. 


November 1. The Moving Camera in Germany. Hemlet; The Last Laugh, directed by F. W. Murnau, 
with Emil Jannings. 


November 8. The Mass Film. Potemkin, directed by Sergei Eisenstein. 
November 15. ‘The Realistic Film. Greed, directed by Erich von Stroheim, with Zasu Pitts. 
November 22. The Psychological Film, The Love of Jeanne Ney, directed by G. W. Pabst. 


November 29. The End of the Silent Era, Plane Crazy, the first Miokey Mouse; The Last 
Command, direoted by Josef von Sternberg, with Emil Jannings. 


with Al Jolson, Movietone newsreel with G. B. 


December. 6 
whristie,/ with G¥ete”Garbo. se ar Sigua 


the Talkies +. The Jazz Singer 
am Boat Willie by Walt Disney: 


December 13. Contemporary Soviet Naturalism. Chapayev, with Baboohkin. 
December 20. The Film of Social Satire. A Nous La Liberté, direoted by René Clair. 
January 3. The American Tilm of Protest, TFury, with Sylvia Sidney and Spencer Tracy. 


January 10. An Amerioan Classic. It Happened One Night, with Clark Gable and Claudette 
Colbert. 


Robert Gessner’s syllabus for his 1938-1939 “History and 
Appreciation of the Cinema” class at New York University. 
It Happened One Night is the last film scheduled, as “an 


American classic.” (Wesleyan Cinema Archives) 


VERS: 
pur eel 


APPRE co rast oN oF CINEMA 


ROBERT GESSNER, Gourse Direotor 


Session XV: January 10, 1938 


: AN AMERICAN CLASSIC 
HAPPENED ONE NIGHT. Proreen ye ee ica eee eee eee 


Produced by Columbia Pictures Corporation, Directed by Frank Capra. 
-. Original Story by Samuel Hopkins Adams. Screen Play by Robert Riskin, 
- - E@ited by Gene Havlick, -Photographed by Joe Walker, Cast: Clark Gable, 
é Claudette Colbert, Walter: Connolly, Rosooe Karns, Jameson Thomas, Alan 
Hale, Ward Bond, Eddie Chandler, and others. 
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When some olean-shaven histories of the future comes to write the history of the 
cinema during the fourth deoade of the twentieth century, he probably will note the phenom- 
enon of one film | capturing five firsts awarded by the Academy of Motion Pioture Art. and 
Sciences. What our fine feathered friend might not know is that IT HAPPENED ONE NIGHT not 
only broke the dank at Monte Carlo (grossing over two million), but it broke the artistic 
stranglehold of the producers who believed that a picture must be about passion in a pent- 
house in order. to make money, IT HAPPENED ONE NIGHT tapped the source of ell truly great 
art: it was about the ordinary, the oommon place, the average; it was about transcontinental 
buses, bus stations, overnight camps, and hitoh-hiking. Wot all producers pet art theories, 
however, heve been revised, as we oan witness deily on the screens, Darryl Zanuok tells 
the New York press that nobody is interested in the life of a bookkeeper, but should be 

(he hopes) in Stanley and Livingston, The performance of Charles Laughton in IF I HAD A 
MILLION goes down the drain, and nothing is apparently learned from Bmil Jannings's doorman 
in THE LAST LAUGH, one of the screen's masterpieces. But a foreign-born, helf-pint direotor, 
mows, and his pictures show it, : : 


Frank Capra's feeling for and kmowledge of human interest may be attributed in part 
to some of the following events: he arrived by steerage at the age of 3, at 5 sold news- 
papers, knew street gangs, at 19 was & graduate chemical engineer from the California In- 
stitute of Teohnology, was a fruit worker, did odd jobs, and was in the army. "Unable to 
obtain work," Jim Tully wrote (N.Y, Herald-Tribung, November 14, 1937), “he wore his army 

uniform for five months. ‘It was all I had.'# ae was a similar baokground which enabled 
Stroheim to do GREED. Capra's work as en extra, around cameras and in lebs, grounded him 
in technical fundamentals. His short story writing, based on 0. Henry, and his gag days 
under Sennett and Hal Roach grounded him in story timing -- an essential in direoting. 
Capre began as a Poverty Row direotor at $20 a week, and did one of the best piotures of 
1926, Harry Langdon in THE STRONG MAN. He directed Claudette Colbert in New York, but the 
film failed; wth ci gicerggs nevertheless, later in IT HAPPENED ONE NIGHT. 

Bagh nde uel one of the hee save otee to ‘carry a technic Ieiit- whiten 
to utilize to a fuller extent the technical possibilities of the ew artform 
has been superior to the film-makers, like a trans-oceanic airplane is superi r to pilots 
who only know how to fly if they can see the ground under them, But maturity is slowly 
coming, via the film-makers, not the film-sellers, There are few writers and directors 
with guts enough to make the piqtures they want, like any other oreative worker in another 
art, But full independenoe will not be reached until films are gold like oils or books on 
4ne open “mariret,, and. the poor ones will sink to their level, Chaplin and Disney have done 
_their work in their way, and Capra has tried to and generally succeeded. It took guts to 
40 LOST HORIZOW, bist Capra was never quite at home in the escape-world, It took guts to do 
Me the run-on- ~thesbasic ‘woenes in AMERICAN MADNESS, end the farmer's social oritioism in DEEDS al 


Robert Gessner’s program notes for the 
screening of It Happened One Night. 


(Wesleyan Cinema Archives) 


Motion Pictures and Youth, Children’s Attendance at Motion Pictures, The 
Emotional Responses of Children to the Motion Picture Situation, and Getting 
Ideas from the Movies, for instance.? Then, in 1939, Thorp published her 
sociological study. In something of the apotheosis of these various projects, 
Leo Handel published Hollywood Looks at Its Audience in 1950, a work 
that still stands out as perhaps the most thorough examination of recep- 
tion in the United States.!° Handel’s highly detailed quantitative analysis 
of the composition of the audience for American films was based on data- 
collection technology such as the “Hopkins Electric Televoting Machine,” 
the “Cirlin Reactograph,” and other machinery with similarly frighten- 
ing names. Just two years later, David Riesman and Evelyn T. Riesman’s 
“Movies and Audiences” appeared in American Quarterly, the journal of 
the American Studies Association.'! The Riesmans called for a much more 
thorough understanding of the manner in which various audiences inter- 
act with the movies they see, but the moment for this kind of research had 
already begun to pass. 

Around this time the intellectual discourses about film started shifting 
decisively toward more literary concerns, and film studies came to occupy 
a place in the academy alongside humanities disciplines rather than those 
in the social sciences. The reasons for this development remain unclear, but 
they may have had something to do with the diversification of English de- 
partments during the period, with film becoming something of a staple in 
the English curriculum. In just one example of this disciplinary shift, the 
postwar period witnessed an extraordinary American studies movement. 
The professoriate finally started to include scholars—Jewish intellectuals, 
for instance, or those who had attended state universities rather than pri- 
vate institutions— whose connection to elite culture was somewhat tenu- 
ous and whose main interests were more regional, vernacular, and popu- 
lar. The emergence of vast state systems of university education in Wis- 
consin, California, and elsewhere also led to a determination to study the 
regional, and to examine the ideological connection between artistic pro- 
duction and the project of building the nation. Most of this movement was 
literary, with much of it focused on finding distinctive American voices in 
Whitman, Stowe, Twain, and others. The movies, along with other such 
seemingly American aesthetic practices as jazz, seemed the perfect match 
for these interests, and thus the movies themselves, rather than their audi- 
ences (or other related institutional concerns), seemed to merit the most 
serious study. 


In this narrative of disciplinary shift, as film became more and more the 
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rival of literature and the other arts, the sociological impulse to study the 
audience came to be fixed on other popular media. The postwar period saw 
any number of studies of the effects that television had on its audiences, 
while Ruth Palter from the University of Chicago wrote “Radio’s Attrac- 
tion for Housewives,” which remains a model for carrying out studies of 
gendered reception practices.!” Of course, film studies still produced exem- 
plary social science research, for instance Garth Jowett’s Film: The Demo- 
cratic Art in 1976.'° But for better and for worse, with the expansion of 
film studies in English and other literature departments along with the de- 
velopment of graduate programs in cinema, the study of motion pictures 
remained primarily related to literary studies and art history, with an em- 
phasis on the film text itself, at least through the late 1980s. 

This lightning tour through the development of American film studies 
indicates that a thorough study of the discipline may yield similar findings 
to other significant historical examinations in the field. For at least the last 
twenty-five years film scholars have examined the possibility of alternative 
film histories. We cannot say with absolute certainty, for instance, why the 
feature-length narrative film became the dominant form, given the range of 
possibilities available around 1900. But we might also speak of the possi- 
bility of alternative film methodologies, that is, the prospect that in 1910 or 
1925 or 1940 the study of cinema, at least in the United States, might have 
gone one way instead of another. Robert Gessner’s approach, owing so 
much to art history and literary history, became the dominant mode for the 
practice of film scholarship in the United States. The coexistence of Gess- 
ner’s method and that of Thorp in the late 1930s, however, and the ample 
scholarly precedents for each of them, indicate that the social science model 
of America at the Movies, or the Payne Fund studies, or Hollywood Looks at 
Its Audience, which deemphasized the film text and stressed issues of re- 
ception, might have become the primary model for organizing the study of 
the cinema. 

There have been changes in material conditions that allow for this re- 
newed interest in reception. Some of the requisite primary materials for 
audience studies have been available for a long time at such sites as the 
University of California at Los Angeles (papers from Twentieth Century- 
Fox and Paramount and such personal collections as that of animator Wal- 
ter Lantz), the Library of Congress (invaluable motion picture copyright 
records), and the New York Public Library (the records of the National 
Board of Review). We have also seen the opening of a number of archi- 
val sources only since the early 1980s: the Hays Office censorship files at 
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the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences Library and the exten- 
sive Warner Bros. files at the University of Southern California, the estab- 
lishment of the Motion Picture Reading Room at the Library of Congress, 
and at least one studio—Disney—making many of its documents avail- 
able to the public. Thus we now have records of industry censors, exhibi- 
tors, studio officials, and fans, all of which help us understand some of the 
complexities of reception. To the extent, then, that institutional attitudes 
toward collections of primary materials can influence intellectual work, 
these improvements have led to important shifts in film studies scholarship, 
particularly as they relate to issues of audience. 

In part because of the extraordinary documentary evidence that now sur- 
rounds the American cinema, a number of film historians have adapted the 
recent work of such intellectual and cultural historians as Haydon White, 
Dominick LaCapra, and Natalie Zemon Davis, who have been instrumen- 
tal in developing what can be called a theory of the textuality of the his- 
torical field. This makes it possible to treat all discursive practices—and for 
film studies this means fan magazines, theater manager reports, and studio 
memos, for instance, in addition to films—as worthy of being “read” as 
texts that create meaning through interrelationships rather than in isola- 
tion. In fact this method of reading has become part of a broad cultural 
studies project that includes film as well as other disciplines, with such 
practitioners as Eric Lott in American studies, John Bodnar and Mary Ryan 
in urban history, and Jane Gaines in such hybrid fields as critical legal 
theory and film studies.'* 

Applied to the audience this project allows for theorizing and historiciz- 
ing how films, filmmakers, and the film industry were perceived, and in the 
case of this project about Capra, specifically during the classical period of 
Hollywood sound production, from about 1930 to 1960, roughly the period 
of Capra’s career. My own research has been grounded in the everyday 
artifacts of material history that might provide evidence about audience — 
artifacts produced by fans, journalists, theater managers, industry censors, 
and government officials, among others. For film studies, this project and 
others like it shift the significant question from “What does a film mean?” 
to “To whom are certain interpretations available?” and “How might these 
interpretations vary among different spectators?” Guiding methodological 
principles were enunciated by Edward Buscombe more than twenty-five 
years ago; although, almost certainly because of a lack of available primary 
materials, film scholars tended to avoid dealing with Buscombe’s concerns 
until fairly recently. In discussing some of the textual analyses performed 
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on Hollywood films from the 1930s that claimed to establish the meaning 
of a film regardless of the interpretive gymnastics required, Buscombe quite 
reasonably wrote that “surely it would have to be demonstrated that such a 
reading was available to an audience at the time.” '5 That is, these analyses 
tended to demonstrate the virtuosity of the scholar rather than the reactions 
of the film audience. 

In adopting Buscombe’s call for a different approach to interpretation, 
I do not mean to imply that we can ever conclusively reconstruct any film 
audience, just as we cannot chart all of the variations of an audience’s in- 
terpretation of a film. But we can study a rhetoric of reception: the various 
discursive forms that articulate possible responses to a movie, such as fan 
letters and exhibitor reports, and also those forms that help to shape recep- 
tion, such as advertising and movie star interviews. By following Thorp’s 
1939 assertion that films do not simply produce spectators but are also pro- 
duced by them, I am not trying to indicate that meaning itself is endlessly 
deferred as we go from a film to a variety of audiences and then to a variety 
of sources describing both film and audience. Rather, following Ien Ang in 
her work on the television audience for Dallas, I plan to show that reports 
on response can be read “symptomatically” and that “we must search for 
what is behind the explicitly written, for the presuppositions and accepted 
attitudes concealed within them,” so that they come to “be read as texts, as 
discourses.” In Jackie Stacey’s words, such a reading brings us to a method- 
ology marking the “shift from the textually produced spectator . . . to the 
spectator as text.” 


Practical Concerns 


Of course, this interest in the viewer leads to some very practical problems. 
Most significant is the question of where to locate these audience texts, the 
reports of what viewers thought about movies. I suggest looking for ma- 
terials in the sources described in the paragraphs below. These sources are 
by no means the only ones possible for evidence. Some of them allow us to 
go around the margins of the historical audience, while others bring us to 
the viewer much more directly. To a greater or lesser degree, these sources 
gave me the primary materials I used in this project. 

Trade journals often provide excellent information. Variety and the 
Hollywood Reporter come immediately to mind, but for scholars working 
on the 1930s, 19408, and 1950s, the Motion Picture Herald is particularly sig- 
nificant. The Herald was a journal for film exhibitors, and so it always dealt 
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with aspects of the movie theater and movie publicity —architecture, lobby 
displays, merchandise tie-ins, newspaper gimmicks, etc.—thus giving us a 
sense of what it must have been like to go to the movies and to experience 
film culture more broadly in the everyday life of a city or town. And the 
Herald also gives us more direct information about audience. Every week 
the Herald ran a column called “What the Picture Did for Me,” which has 
figured prominently in my research. In this column, theater managers wrote 
in to discuss how they advertised different movies, how long they played, 
who their audiences were, and what those audiences thought of the films 
they saw. 

Nontrade journals and magazines also help us find out how films may 
have been understood and used. Magazines like Time and Newsweek, with 
their regular film reviews and features about movies, can be helpful. But 
there are also less obvious (and often less available) sources, such as fan 
magazines or Parents magazine, a publication from the 1930s that at times 
seemed fixated on the relationships between films and children. There are 
also journals that specialize in film but are not geared toward an indus- 
try audience: Educational Screen, for example, which was published in the 
1940s and 1950s, dealt with movies in schools from kindergarten through 
high school, with most of its content devoted to issues of how, where, and 
to what effect films might be used in educational settings. 

At least from the period under discussion here, there are more books by 
film experts than might be expected. As I discuss in chapter 2, the 1930s 
was something of a golden period in film textbook publication, and there 
were also those books of practical information written by people working 
in the industry. In 1938, for example, Frank Ricketson, who had spent a 
lifetime in the field, wrote the exhibitor’s bible, The Management of Motion 
Picture Theatres.’’ As with the trade journals for exhibitors, Ricketson’s 
book now stands out as a record of film culture from the period. Giving us 
a sense of the extraordinarily continuous showing of movies in most the- 
aters, for example, Ricketson explains that the preferred time for the length 
of an entire program of films, from short subjects to feature, would be no 
more than two hours and two minutes. He then insists that the maximum 
length of time for an intermission, between the end of the feature and the 
beginning of the short film that marked the start of the next show, would 
only be two minutes." 

Newspapers offer superb records of exhibition and advertising. They 
provide the locations of theaters, show times, and often prices. The best of 
them for research purposes (the Washington Post stands out for the period 
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under discussion here) also provide entire film bills, showcasing not just 
the feature but also the cartoon, shorts, and newsreels, and from this we 
can know exactly what audiences were watching. 

Newspapers may be a self-evident source, but government documents 
are a less obvious choice. These documents, particularly those papers from 
the State Department, contain a surprising amount of information on films. 
Officials from the State Department, at least from the period of Capra’s 
career, often spent a great deal of time making sure that American films 
faced no problems when they played overseas, in terms of censorship, em- 
bargo, or boycott. Thus issues of reception, and most often how foreign 
officials understood Hollywood movies, would intermittently preoccupy 
department bureaucrats. These documents tend to demonstrate the manner 
in which the federal government and the movie studio worked together. 
Other government documents, however, show some of the tensions be- 
tween the government and, if not the studios, then the individuals who 
worked for them. The FBI, as is now commonly known, kept tabs on any 
number of film workers, ranging from leftists to conservatives like Capra. 
These documents, which are available through the Freedom of Informa- 
tion Act, were originally meant to track any possible dangers these workers 
may have posed to the country, but now they tell us about the ways a very 
specific audience of government workers understood films and filmmakers, 
and often about the relationships between film workers and a wide array 
of political and cultural movements, institutions, and consumers. 

Private businesses as well as the government took an active interest in 
motion pictures, and their records often contain information about movies 
and consumers. Capra, for example, produced television shows for AT&T, 
so that company kept careful track of what he was doing and what audi- 
ences thought, and also made use of their connection with Capra in annual 
reports and various documents. 

Similarly, the records of other institutions yield valuable information 
about movies. Research on reception demonstrates that audiences saw 
Hollywood feature films in addition to other kinds of movies in a variety 
of exhibition sites, not just conventional theaters. Schools, yMcas, military 
barracks, and prisons typically showed movies during the period of Capra’s 
career, and almost as often maintained useful information about audience 
response. In fact, whereas theaters have often discarded records about ex- 
hibition and spectators that might have been kept during the 1930s, 1940s, 
or 19508, these alternative sites often have fairly thorough archives. 

Personal paper collections can be the best source for information about 
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audiences. Capra deposited his papers at the Wesleyan Cinema Archives, 
including documents from all of his films starting around 1930 and 1931. 
The collection includes production records, press books, contracts, scripts, 
and a wide range of correspondence, much of it from fans who wrote to 
Capra after seeing one of his movies during its initial release or after watch- 
ing it in a college class or on television many years later. For all such collec- 
tions, it is always impossible to tell how selective the individual may have 
been and thus what might be missing. In Capra’s case, however, for virtu- 
ally all of his post-1933 films there are ample numbers of unfavorable film 
reviews and critical fan letters, implying that early on the filmmaker was 
interested in being able to document his career as fully as possible. The col- 
lection at Wesleyan has been central to my research, and there are many 
more such collections open to scholars. 

Reading through a director’s fan mail is both something of a guilty plea- 
sure and a wonderful way to reconstruct not so much the experience of 
going to the movies, but the tropes, genres, and terms that people used to 
describe that experience. A practice related to reading through this written 
record is talking directly to film viewers. Interviewing people who went to 
the movies provides information filtered through many years of memory, 
but these memories themselves stand out as valuable texts about the experi- 
ence of seeing movies and also about the ways the sense of that experience 
might change. Examining fans’ memories through extensive interviews was 
one of the objectives of Jackie Stacey’s work on female viewers, and the 
practice stands out as a central means for understanding a wide range of 
audiences. 

Thus we have source material for a number of different audiences, from 
the vast national and international audiences for Hollywood films to the 
very particular audience, such as government bureaucrats, prison inmates, 
and foreign censors. Once we acknowledge these plural audiences and then 
collect data about them, we must naturally make sense of the evidence, 
develop methodologies for understanding reception, and pose appropriate 
questions about audience. I would like now to bring Capra back into the 
discussion and explain some of the principles of this project and some ways 
of using this book. 


Methodological Practices 


After a brief try at filmmaking in 1922, and then a few years as a gag writer 
for Hal Roach and Mack Sennett, Capra began his directing career in 1926, 
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making the first of two films with Harry Langdon. By the time of the as- 
tonishing success of It Happened One Night in 1934, Capra had already di- 
rected almost two-thirds of the thirty-six feature films he would make in 
Hollywood. His last film, Pocketful of Miracles, came out in 1961. In my 
examination of the responses to many of these movies, each chapter takes a 
case study approach to issues of audience, following Capra’s career chrono- 
logically from early sound films like Flight and Dirigible to some of his last 
projects, such as the science programs he made for television in the late 
1950s. My choices, both of the films and the audiences, have to do with 
practical concerns about available materials and also about the method- 
ological and historical issues that they raise. There is, relatively speaking, 
less evidence for Capra’s very early films, like the Harry Langdon silent 
comedies, than there is for those films from the sound era. The movies 
from Capra’s most celebrated period of productivity, from It Happened 
One Night in 1934 to It’s a Wonderful Life in 1946, receive the most atten- 
tion here. These films almost certainly generated the most attention among 
viewers and they also allowed Capra to develop audiences—of teachers, 
social reformers, government officials, and fans of high culture—that paid 
scant attention to other filmmakers. A few of those films, however, such 
as Lost Horizon and You Can't Take It with You, make relatively brief ap- 
pearances here because the audience issues that they raise tend to dupli- 
cate those for other movies, or because, as in the case of Arsenic and Old 
Lace or Here Comes the Groom, they generated relatively less attention than 
Mr. Smith Goes to Washington or Meet John Doe. 

I begin this book with an examination of the exhibition and publicity 
strategies for Flight, Dirigible, Ladies of Leisure, and Platinum Blonde in 
order to understand the creation of a reception context for Capra’s films. 
I then move to an analysis of foreign censorship and government interven- 
tion in the case of The Bitter Tea of General Yen. Returning to domestic 
reception, I look at the response of high school students to It Happened 
One Night, and then the manner in which Mr. Deeds Goes to Town came 
to be used by a range of educators. Mr. Smith Goes to Washington and 
Meet John Doe were Capra’s most overtly political films from the period, 
and in chapter 4 I examine a variety of ideologically charged responses to 
Mr. Smith, followed by, for Meet John Doe, a fan discourse calling for a 
cinema more engaged with issues of national significance. During the war 
Capra shifted to documentary production with the Why We Fight series, 
and for those films I study the ways they entered into a social science dis- 
course of education that was part of a project to shape the responses of 
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two groups of captive audiences: the American recruits who were required 
to watch the films and the German prisoners of war who were made to 
view the documentaries as part of their de-Nazification program. A dif- 
ferent set of prisoners watched It’s a Wonderful Life—those men who saw 
a special screening at San Quentin in 1946 and then wrote to the warden 
about their responses. Here I show how that film participated in postwar 
programs of uplift and reform, and also how the movie’s emphasis on loss 
and attempted suicide affected a few hundred men whose life experiences 
were almost certainly quite different from those of most audiences. Finally, 
I track fan response to Capra’s return to political filmmaking with State of 
the Union, and then I examine how one corporation, AT&T, kept tabs on the 
responses to Capra’s return to documentary filmmaking, the Bell Science 
Series. 

Although the book proceeds from one case study to another, several 
narratives of reception run throughout the project. Capra’s growing (and 
then diminishing) celebrity comes to be significant in terms of how typical 
moviegoers understood him and his films, and also how, at various times, 
government officials and film industry workers understood him. By 1941 
and the production of Meet John Doe, Capra had come to be taken seri- 
ously, by at least some of his viewers, as a potential political force during 
very dangerous times; in other phases of his career he stood out as a con- 
summate artist and an inspiration to other Italian Americans. Capra and 
his films tended to generate significant discourses of both enjoyment and 
disgust as his fans wrote to him about what they enjoyed in the cinema 
and also what they hated. Thus this project provides some of the empiri- 
cal evidence of what different audiences desired in their popular culture. 
Furthermore, several of the studies here indicate that the cinema also pro- 
duced displeasure for the everyday filmgoer and also for more specialized 
audiences; a kind of viewer response that has gone little noted, as the popu- 
lar cinema is typically figured as a kind of pleasure machine. At least some- 
what connected to this production of displeasure, a number of audiences 
often found themselves forced to watch movies, made by Capra and other 
filmmakers. In part because these viewers tended to be in institutional set- 
tings such as schools, the military, and prisons, extensive records exist 
recording their responses. Ranging from high school students in the 1930s 
to military recruits and German prisoners of war in World War II to San 
Quentin inmates in 1946, the story of Capra’s audiences reveals how often 
filmgoing was completely or partially involuntary during the classical era 
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of sound production, and also how frequently spectators watched films in 
nontheatrical settings. 

The most sustained narrative here details the development of film studies 
as a discipline and also the shifting beliefs about motion pictures as teach- 
ing tools. Once again evidence exists because a number of educational in- 
stitutions maintained effective records of film use and film audiences. But 
we also must take into account the centrality of film to so many educa- 
tional projects from the early 1930s through the late 1950s. A specific goal 
of my work in this book is the recovery of an earlier era of academic film 
studies in which the audience stood out as the central object of study. But 
the case studies here also detail how different settings and media, from the 
high school to the library to radio, used the Hollywood motion picture to 
engage in programs of uplift and education directed at children and adoles- 
cents. Capra’s films, particularly It Happened One Night, Mr. Deeds Goes to 
Town, Lost Horizon, and Mr. Smith Goes to Washington, took on particular 
prominence in these projects. 

During World War II the cinema became part of a medicalized discourse 
of education and persuasion, with psychologists and other scientists certain 
that films might be used to indoctrinate vast audiences into an antiracist, 
antinationalist postwar liberal utopia. Once again Capra’s films occupied 
the ground zero of these projects, with the success or failure of the Why 
We Fight films to influence recruits providing the data for future projects. 
At about the same time, Capra’s cinema figured in significant reeducation 
projects aimed at ideological and social malcontents: in the first case, Ger- 
man Pows who ostensibly learned about American-style democracy from 
Capra’s wartime documentaries; and in the second, San Quentin inmates 
who watched It’s a Wonderful Life in order to reflect on the mistakes that 
had landed them in jail. More than a decade after the war Capra himself 
took on the role of educator with the production of four science television 
programs for AT&T that were designed for the junior high and high school 
audience. Capra, of course, had graduated from Caltech and at least occa- 
sionally lamented not pursing a career in science.”” The television programs 
marked something of a return to a first love (as well as a decline in his 
career as a film director), and on a less personal level demonstrated some 
of the shifts in American science education and the hope that commercial 
television might take on a significant pedagogical role. 

Narratives and case studies of audience desire, preference, and distaste 
give us broad insight into the cinema as an institution and film studies as a 
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discipline. They help us ask the questions about meaning and interpretation 
that center on different viewers rather than on the films themselves. They 
can also give us a sense of the contours of film culture that extend beyond 
the theaters that people attended and the movies that they saw. In addition, 
they provide information about the multiple sites of film exhibition and the 
multiple audiences that went to films in so many different places. We can 
also gain from them a much fuller understanding of the relationships be- 
tween the cinema and other institutions, such as the education system, the 
prison system, the government, and the military, and between the cinema 
and other media—for instance, print journalism and radio. And in a study 
of Capra’s audiences we begin to understand the complicated interactions 
between the celebrity and the viewer, the expectations that audiences have 
of filmmakers, and, at least in the case of a famous director, the special 
status they grant him and also the familiarity they feel toward him. 

Some examples from three periods in the director’s career, from early 
success to solid celebrity status to decline, help delineate the goals of 
this project. These examples amply demonstrate the international reach of 
Capra’s films, the ways in which fans felt comfortable “speaking” with 
him, and some of the issues that audience studies raise for the discipline— 
issues ranging from exhibition strategies to gendered reception practices, 
from the legacies of European colonialism to the nature of fans’ debates 
about movies, and from the ways in which average fans thought about 
themselves to the manner in which some very specialized audiences thought 
about Capra and his films. 

Capra made It Happened One Night in 1934 and, at least judging from 
his files, it was his first film to generate sustained fan response from around 
the world. He began receiving letters about the film from England in 1935, 
and the pace of this mail tells us something about global distribution sys- 
tems. About a year and a half after the film came out in the United States 
a woman wrote to Capra from Manchester, saying “this film has only just 
reached our district,” and then adding, “but I have seen it four times.” ?° 
Another woman, from Shoreditch, called the film “the most entertaining 
picture I have ever seen,” and praised it for showing “two great stars as they 
really are, Claudette Colbert and Clark Gable.” She commended Capra for 
giving “us Clark Gable in a light role instead of a heavy lover which I have 
often heard him say that he hates playing.” *! Here, then, we see a very spe- 
cific relationship between a female fan and a male star, and a certain sense 
of a fan’s entrance into film culture. The woman knew— probably from fan 
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magazines, but, in this letter, seemingly from Gable himself —that the actor 
didn’t like playing heavies. 

In 1937, now established as a preeminent director, Capra received a letter 
from Myrtle Beach, South Carolina: “Dear Mr. Capra: Today is my seven- 
teenth birthday. I’ve just seen Lost Horizon. May I say that although I’m 
only a young girl, probably just another silly, prattling schoolgirl, I’m sure 
this picture is the greatest ever filmed. I sat through it twice. I intend to see 
it again.” Two weeks before, Capra had received a letter from Madras, 
India. “Dear Mr. Frank Capra: I am an Indian boy aged 20. I have taken 
courage to write to you. The reason for writing this letter is my seeing Lost 
Horizon yesterday. The picture is one of the greatest I have seen so far.” The 
young man then asked Capra a question about the ending, saying, “I and 
many friends had a heated discussion about this and I decided to clear my 
doubt by writing to you.” Like so many other fans, he then asked for a 
signed photo. 

The girl in Myrtle Beach watched films over and over again, itself an 
interesting and probably fairly common practice among fans. Despite being 
so avid about movies, however, she could not take her own seriousness seri- 
ously—she could only “prattle.” For the young man in India, writing to 
Capra was itself an act of “courage,” and the significance of the film ex- 
tended beyond the theater. It occasioned serious and “heated” discussions 
among his friends, thereby giving us an idea of a film culture in India (at 
least among fans about the same age and background as the young man) in 
which the ideas in a film might be debated and argued over. These letters 
also seem gendered in terms of the self-presentation of the fans, the young 
woman somewhat diffident, the young man much more confident in his ad- 
dress to the director. In addition, from a distance of almost seventy years we 
can only wonder about the interest that this young man, himself a colonial 
subject, took in Capra’s orientalist fantasy. And, of course, like so many of 
Capra’s fans from around the world, this one asked for a photograph and 
an autograph, indicating that, perhaps, he was still caught between film 
cultures—one a more adolescent enthusiasm for celebrity, the other a more 
sophisticated interest in art and ideas. Finally, in all of these letters, from 
around the world and from men and women, from young people and from 
adults, there is a clear directorial discourse at work—fans in India, En- 
gland, and elsewhere wrote to Capra as the “author” of the films they saw. 

In 1952, well into Capra’s professional decline, the FBI visited the direc- 
tor, probably as part of a background check after Capra became the di- 
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rector of motion picture production for the Defense Department’s Project 
Vista, which concerned the study of air warfare in Western Europe. Here 
we can see another kind of reading of the director, his films, and his career. 
The agents wanted information about some of Capra’s coworkers, notably 
several of his screenwriters. Capra confirmed, for instance, that Sidney 
Buchman, who had written Mr. Smith Goes to Washington, had leftist poli- 
tics, but that he did not know this at the time of their collaboration.?> Capra 
did not have much information on the Hollywood Left, however, and so 
provided the FBI with little help. But the agents were also more than a little 
concerned with Capra himself, not so much with his films as with some of 
his past experiences and associations. Here, then, rather than a response 
to any of his films, we have an interpretation of Capra himself, almost cer- 
tainly not indicative of the vast audience for movies but rather of a very 
small one that concerned itself disproportionately with the political incli- 
nations of film industry workers. 

Indeed, it was an episode of film exhibition and an agent’s awareness 
of Southern California film culture that helped make the FBI suspicious of 
Capra. His file reports that “in June, 1945, an informant of the Los Angeles 
Office advised that the Russian-American Club of Los Angeles was show- 
ing certain films for benefit and that one of the films, Operation Titanic, . . . 
had been produced by the United States Army Signal Corps under the di- 
rection of Frank Capra.” In their interrogation of Capra, agents grilled 
him about being “a member of a Communist inspired picket line” during 
a newspaper strike, of being a 1941 “sponsor and National Vice-Chairman 
of the Russian War Relief which was strongly Communist infiltrated,” of 
being active in the same year in “the National Federation for Constitu- 
tional Liberties,” of contributing in 1943 to the “Joint Anti-Fascist Refu- 
gee Committee,” of associating for “a number of years” with “writers and 
other individuals reported to have been members of the Communist Party,” 
and of receiving, during the war, “considerable propaganda literature direct 
from Russia.” *° 

Capra denied the inferences of Communist sympathies behind these 
allegations. He insisted that in his charitable giving there was “a Catho- 
lic pattern, a California Institute of Technology pattern, but no red pat- 
tern.” Then, clearly irritated over the claim that he worked too cozily with 
the Russians during World War II, Capra reminded the agents that Rus- 
sia fought as an ally of the United States and that, while he received “un- 
solicited data from Russia,” he had also been awarded the Order of the 
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A page from Frank Capra’s FBI file from 1953, reporting that the director “denied knowingly 


contributing to any Communist cause.” 


British Empire, “receiving the personal congratulations of Prime Minister 
Winston Churchill.” ?7 

The FBI agents were clearly on a fishing expedition, with no basis for 
doubting Capra’s patriotism or his solid conservatism. Instead, this brief 
look at the director’s FBI file shows the possibility of perverse readings of 
the director’s career, and also that studies of audiences should consider not 
just their readings of films but also their readings of celebrities’ lives. More 
broadly, this kind of reception study demonstrates the relationship between 


institutions, in this case the film industry and the FB1, and also adds to 
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our understanding of the cultural history of the period. We know about the 
FBI’s persecutions of leftists in Hollywood and elsewhere; the bureau was 
only slightly less enthusiastic, however, in its occasional pursuit of those on 
the Right. 

Despite the surveillance by the FB1, those thousands of eyes and ears 
might not have been so ominous after all. Capra based his image of the 
audience on a theater full of people, but his movies were seen by many mil- 
lions more, and in far more diverse places than the conventional first-run 
site or neighborhood theater. Even Capra himself might not have known 
about all of the prison screenings or the specialized clubs that showed his 
movies, in spite of his own interest in and seemingly deep connection with 
his viewers. Invoking the main character in one of his major works, Capra 
referred to the audiences for his movies as “my John Does, about whom 
and for whom I made my films.” Although the attitude here seems pater- 
nal, all of those John Does were hardly obedient children. They let Capra 
know exactly what they thought; and indeed part of their pleasure in his 
movies seemed to come after viewing them, when they could think about, 
argue over, and discuss what they had seen—either with Capra or with 
friends, family members, or professional colleagues. Because of the audi- 
ences’ engagement with Capra’s movies and with films in general, we are 
left with an extraordinary record of interpretation along with a more sig- 
nificant understanding of at least one small part of a much larger history 
of reading, listening, watching, and responding. 
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Chapter One 
The National and the Local: Ballyhoo 
and the U.S. Film Audience 


o advertise Flight, Columbia Pictures’s 1929 “all-talking roadshow 

sensation” about U.S. marine intervention in Nicaragua, the studio 

announced that technicians had “wired” all of the battle scenes 
“so that Director Frank R. Capra could talk to any point of the battlefield 
without leaving his directorial chair.”1 This information appeared in the 
studio’s nationally distributed “Exhibitor’s Campaign Book” for the film, 
which was designed to help theater managers advertise their programs in 
local newspapers and create ballyhoo in general. In writing about Capra 
the studio seemed to believe in his marketing potential as the panoptic over- 
seer of U.S. intervention into a Central American civil war, able to have 
instant contact with any point of “battle” without ever being there. More 
specifically, the film corporation, with its production facility in Hollywood 
and its distribution office in New York, depicted Capra as an armchair gen- 
eral as a means of attracting audiences throughout the country, both in big 
cities and small towns as well as in various regions. 

This militarized, omniscient Capra was one of the director’s more sig- 
nificant public relations incarnations from the era—no surprise, perhaps, 
when one considers that his filmography during the period includes Subma- 
rine (1928) and Dirigible (1931) in addition to Flight. Throughout this early 
period of Capra’s career, before the huge triumph of It Happened One Night 
in 1934, Columbia worked hard in orchestrating national campaigns to con- 
vince the public of the director’s celebrity and to make audiences inter- 
pret Capra’s movies as realizations of a filmmaker’s vision and his smooth 
working relationships with his actors. To supplement these assertions of 
individual genius, the studio developed national publicity strategies that 
provided theater managers with less middle-brow forms of ballyhoo that 
had nothing to do with Capra, but rather extolled the fashion sense of his 


female stars, recommended marquee displays, and suggested contests that 
might be connected to the movies. In doing so, the studio crafted methods 
for linking the movies and the movie theater to varying modes of advertis- 
ing and a variety of consumers, as well as to a range of consumer activities 
and leisure sites. Here ballyhoo, as proposed by the studio and practiced 
by the theaters, helped to build a modern public space of related products 
and technologies, entertainment and business institutions, and celebrities 
and fans. 

As might be expected, studio-designed publicity sought quite actively to 
generate interest in and knowledge about Capra and his films, and to cre- 
ate audiences for those movies. Often Columbia developed its publicity and 
sought out audiences through specifically gendered appeals to women— 
appeals that rejected the martial approach to Capra’s celebrity and instead 
stressed romance and chic clothes and the reading of novels. And in doing 
so the studio asserted its connection to other leisure industries such as pub- 
lishing. Despite this advice and these campaigns from the corporate office, 
however, the actual ballyhoo for Capra’s films, at theaters, in newspapers, 
in shops, and elsewhere, gives us a sense of the relationships between cen- 
trally organized national strategies and the local efforts to tailor publicity 
to relatively small audience groups. In light of this, in this chapter I look at 
studio suggestions for approaching audiences with publicity and advertis- 
ing, and then I examine the publicity and advertising themselves as typically 
practiced by theater managers who followed corporate directives and also 
adapted them to local needs. 

Capra’s films from the mid-1920s to the early 1930s provide excellent 
case studies in movie advertising and in the ways that studios and local the- 
aters attempted to reach and to create audiences for their films. Between 
1926, when he began directing full-time, and 1933, Capra made twenty- 
two films that covered many of the familiar Hollywood genres from that 
era: immigration melodrama, newspaper comedy-drama, women’s film, 
society comedy, working-class comedy, orientalist fantasy, and military 
action film. He also began his long association with screenwriter Robert 
Riskin with American Madness, a 1932 social conscience film that served 
as a prototype for the Deeds/Smith/Doe films of the late 1930s and early 
19408, and as a partial model for It’s a Wonderful Life from 19462 As I 
discuss in chapter 3 Capra himself became something of a celebrity during 
this period, making prestige pictures for a studio that, with few major stars 
under contract, was only too happy to publicize its leading director. Never- 
theless, “Capra films” were not the sort of known products that they would 
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become after Lady for a Day in 1933 and especially after It Happened One 
Night a year later, and so they required significant exploitation by the the- 
aters showing them. And the variety of Capra films from the period helps 
us to examine the gamut of city and small-town ballyhoo practices from 
the late 1920s and early 1930s. 

The period covered by the national distribution of these films marked 
a significant, transitional one for both film exhibition and advertising. In 
1931, single-feature exhibition was still something of an industry standard. 
As Tino Balio has noted, “double features established a foothold in New 
England in 1930,” and by “the middle of 1932, six thousand of the fourteen 
thousand theaters then operating, or 40 percent, had adopted the practice.” 
For the next few years, that percentage would only increase.? Necessarily, 
theatrical advertising for single films, as in the cases studied here, differed 
at least somewhat from advertising strategies aimed at coaxing customers 
into seeing two movies. Moreover, throughout the 1930s movie advertising 
came increasingly to be coordinated nationally, with less leeway for input 
by individual theater managers. Janet Staiger, in what is still the best discus- 
sion of movie advertising, has detailed the long history of tension between 
New York film offices and local theater managers. By the end of the decade 
that tension may have remained, but advertising practices themselves had 
shifted, at least somewhat, to the film corporation rather than the theater.* 
But with Capra’s films from the early 1930s we can study the specific, and 
quickly passing, advertising mode and exhibition practice of single films 
that was marked by a fair amount of local control, and that also would soon 
be changed considerably. 

The recent historiography of advertising has emphasized, in different 
but complementary ways, precisely this merging of the national and the 
local. Some of the most significant examinations of advertising, such as 
Roland Marchand’s groundbreaking Advertising the American Dream, em- 
phasize the manner in which advertising as a practice and as a profes- 
sion became increasingly nationalized over the course of the early twentieth 
century. The development of mass market magazines, such as the Ladies 
Home Journal, Good Housekeeping, and Better Homes and Gardens, made it 
much easier to reach national audiences (with the titles of these magazines 
also offering a good idea of the centrality of female consumers during this 
period, which, as we will see, was not lost on the film industry). Adver- 
tisers themselves used World War I to demonstrate what Marchand calls 
their national muscle, as they helped “the government raise funds and re- 


cruit military personnel,” as well as “sell war bonds, enlist army and navy 
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recruits . . . and promote conservation of food and resources.” Develop- 
ments in media technology and science also aided in the nationalization 
of advertising and products. The company AT&T sought to control tele- 
communications nationwide and engaged in national campaigns as early 
as 1908 in order to convince the public of the efficacy of such a plan. At 
around the same time, through a massive advertising program Proctor and 
Gamble turned its new product, Crisco, into something of a national craze. 
Many other companies developed national ambitions at this time, so that 
in 1909, as Marchand notes, even the aptly named “National Casket Com- 
pany embarked on a national magazine campaign.” ° 

Marchand is quick to point out, however, that the benefits of these na- 
tional projects may have been difficult to determine. Advertisers themselves 
could never be sure that their campaigns worked, and Marchand himself 
admits that he could not “prove conclusively that the American people ab- 
sorbed the values and ideas of the ads” that they saw.* Marchand’s work 
becomes, finally, an examination of the representational systems of the ads 
of the first part of the twentieth century, and an analysis of the industrial 
structures of the agencies that created them and the production companies 
that, like atxT and Proctor and Gamble, made use of them. 

Other scholars, however, have taken a far less nuanced approach and 
have determined that, following Marchand, advertising and production ac- 
tivities came to be overwhelmingly nationalized during the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries, so much so that the public—in cities, small 
towns, rural areas, and everywhere else—was helpless against this public 
relations onslaught. In this formulation, consumption practices also be- 
came fully national. Stuart Ewen and Elizabeth Ewen’s work adopts this 
viewpoint while examining the manner in which “mass” images and prod- 
ucts came to be aimed at a “mass” audience as a means of “shaping [the] 
American consciousness.” Two other authors of fundamental works in the 
field, Jackson Lears and Stephen Fox, look at advertising from about the 
same angle. Indeed, the title of Fox’s book, The Mirror Makers, implies a 
homogenizing, one-way transmission of advertising agency-created images 
that helped to craft an American national identity among tens of millions 
of consumers.” The approach of the Ewens, Lears, and Fox has all too often 
been adopted as a cultural studies paradigm for understanding twentieth- 
century American consumers and their relations to those products that 
they consumed. In this top-down model, as capitalism developed in the 
United States the local became engulfed by the national, and regional pref- 
erences and habits turned into American practices that were virtually the 
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same across the country. The motion picture industry here thus becomes 
the new medium that fully levelled regional differences and produced a na- 
tional consciousness. 

Some American studies scholars, however, have concentrated on Mar- 
chand’s uncertainties about the development of national markets and con- 
sumers and have studied quite local interpretations of advertising as well 
as local uses of the products advertised. Lizabeth Cohen, for instance, has 
written about the significance between the two world wars of the local 
“mom and pop” store for urban, working-class consumers. Kathy New- 
man, in her work on radio, has looked at local responses, particularly con- 
sumer boycotts, to national radio advertising campaigns.’ Thus the work 
of Marchand covers the nationalization of advertising and the sophisti- 
cated networks that distributed products to all parts of the country, with 
Marchand’s followers overstating the hegemony of these national projects. 
Concomitantly, the research of Cohen, Newman, and others indicates that 
local publicity and buying practices still must be considered of central im- 
portance to any understanding of the relationships between goods and the 
consumers for them. In this latter model, one that increasingly has been 
adopted in cultural studies, American studies, and film studies, the national 
and the local exist side by side, in tension with each other and also work- 
ing cooperatively together. And it is the Hollywood film industry from the 
classical era that precisely demonstrates this mix of production and con- 
sumption activities, and the mixture of national and local approaches for 
reaching the audience in the United States. 


Directorial Celebrity 


In media studies, the understanding of the relationship between the na- 
tional and the local has developed alongside an increased awareness of the 
mechanics of celebrity. The work of Richard deCordova, Kathryn Fuller, 
Gaylyn Studlar, and Shelley Stamp, among others, has demonstrated the 
efforts of the film industry in the United States to turn actors into stars, and 
has shown the exchanges between the movies, fan magazines, book pub- 
lishing, radio, and other outlets to exploit that stardom as fully as possible 
to the benefit of the movies and a range of other products, and to create as 
well as fulfill the varied pleasures of the film audience. This work also gives 
us a better sense of celebrity before the movies. As Richard Wightman Fox 
has shown, in his discussion of the fame of nineteenth-century preacher 
Henry Ward Beecher, “the culture of celebrity was one manifestation of 
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the culture of publicity,” with the latter developing quite fully and quickly 
in the years following the Civil War.!° It should come as no surprise, then, 
that half a century after Beecher’s greatest fame, movie stars would not be 
the only celebrities developed by the film industry. Indeed, there was ample 
room for film directors to become stars, and for the studios that employed 
them to cultivate that stardom and use it to promote their movies. 

The 1930s produced a significant intellectual discourse about directing, 
one that appeared in a number of scholarly and educational sources. But 
along with this discourse (which I examine later in this book, especially in 
chapter 3), there was also a popular vocabulary for discussing many of the 
same issues of quality that interested the era’s film scholars. With Flight, the 
studio configured Capra as a kind of technologized, militarized visionary. 
In an article in the campaign book designed for placement in newspapers, 
Capra weighed in authoritatively on the very nature of the contemporary 
cinema, as he was “inclined to doubt [that] the introduction of sound and 
dialogue has in any manner changed the wonders of screen entertainment.” 
Then, in the same article, the director became nothing less than a great ex- 
plorer: “Capra is the man who did the impossible a year ago when he made 
Submarine at the bottom of the sea,” the article claimed, and now, “having 
conquered the ocean, [his] ambition was next centered upon the air.” The 
studio had Capra conquering that space too, as the director filmed “above 
the clouds by using radio and airplanes.” Thus the ballyhoo represented 
Capra as a fully modern hero, one who invoked Charles Lindbergh and 
mastered new worlds largely by mastering new technologies. 

Unlike Lindbergh, however, Capra was no lone eagle. The director ap- 
parently made Flight with cooperation from the federal government, which 
another article described as pledging the full support of the U.S. marines. 
The article stressed that the government never automatically cooperated 
with film studios, particularly after experiences with films that “were not 
always the kind that reflected credit to Uncle Sam’s forces.” However, when 
marine officers “learned that Frank R. Capra, director of Columbia’s Sub- 
marine, was to handle the megaphone [on Flight] . . . the officers were ready 
to listen to Columbia’s proposition.” ! 

From this publicity, of course, it is difficult to tell the exact nature of 
the military’s involvement, particularly given the industry’s willingness to 
make things up for the sake of good ballyhoo. Other branches of the federal 
government had varied relationships with the film industry. For example, 
the judicial system during this period typically investigated such movie 
business practices as block booking, and in the next chapter I show how 
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the State Department worked with the studios to make sure that foreign 
markets remained open for Hollywood films. In the case of Flight, we have 
evidence of very real cooperation—an officer who had actually seen service 
in Nicaragua allegedly supervised “every foot of the film” —and also a kind 
of metaphorical slippage." In what might be called the discursive represen- 
tation of Capra at work, the articles in the campaign book portrayed the 
labor of the director on the set as very much the work of the commander 
in the field, from his technologized oversight of all of the battle scenes to 
his control of the officers and others working with him. 


Creating Viewers: 
Studio Strategies and Gendered Appeals 


Despite the emphasis on the patriotic virtues of the film, Columbia, in its 
publicity suggestions, did not simply imagine the audience in national and 
nationalist terms as an undifferentiated mass moved by the spectacle of 
American military strength. The construction of Capra as a movie studio 
military hero and the emphasis on government involvement would seem to 
cast Flight as a standard adventure film for boys and men. But Columbia’s 
publicity recommendations for Flight, at least to the extent that they were 
indicative of broader industrial strategies, complicate our understanding of 
the studios’ approach to audience during the early sound era. Throughout 
their publicity, Columbia stressed a distinctly gendered audience by em- 
phasizing the particular appeal that Flight had for women. 

On the first page of the campaign book Columbia seemed to speak di- 
rectly to exhibitors. “Don’t lose the thought that Flight is one of the greatest 
romance pictures of the year as well as being an aerial thriller,” the studio 
claimed, and then went on to assure that “the women will love it!” The rest 
of the first page is filled with advertisements that could be placed in news- 
papers. In one, the address is directed precisely at a potential audience of 
women as it stresses a few of the film’s more salient plot points: “What 
would you do if the man you loved wanted you to love his pal?” The ad- 
vertisements on the page emphasize Lila Lee’s role in the film, and, with 
exclamation marks, concentrate attention on the film’s “Thrills! Romance! 
Adventure!” as well as its “Heavenly romance!” Once again speaking to 
exhibitors, the bottom of the page reminds them to “play up to the women 
with these special ads.” 

We have only sketchy information about the composition of movie audi- 
ences during this period. Garth Jowett notes that, at the time, “it was 
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Advertisements for Flight, stressing the film’s appeal to women. (Library of Congress) 
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usually assumed that the content of films was largely determined by the 
female segment” of the audience, although it was never clear that women 
attended in greater numbers than men.'’ And although we have fairly pre- 
cise overall attendance numbers from the period—75 million in 1931, de- 
clining to 60 million in 1932 and 1933, for instance—the ratio of girls and 
women to boys and men remains unclear.'* Nevertheless, Columbia’s pro- 
posed exhibitor strategy for Flight indicates the centrality of women to the 
film audience. Hollywood certainly created genre cycles for specific audi- 
ences: adventure films for men, love stories like Capra’s Ladies of Leisure 
(1930) for women. As I show in chapter 2 in relation to The Bitter Tea of 
General Yen (1932), exhibitors themselves also understood fairly significant 
differences between small town and city audiences. But the U.S. film indus- 
try, both the studios and the theaters that used studio-generated publicity, 
also seemed to assume the necessity of directing all films to one fairly un- 
differentiated audience—women—either because they attended in greater 
numbers than men or because they were assumed to make the decisions 
about which movies to see with their husbands or boyfriends. 

There also seems to have been an assumption on the part of the studio 
of other gendered leisure activities that might have a connection to film 
viewing. From this, we can see that the film industry understood the typi- 
cal exhibition day as consisting of different audiences at different times. To 
coincide with the opening of Capra’s film, Grosset and Dunlap published a 
novelization of Flight by screenwriter Irwin R. Franklyn that was “adapted 
from Columbia’s all-talking picture.” !? The campaign book claimed that 
“for the past twenty years,” Grosset and Dunlap had been “publishing 
photoplay editions of really great motion pictures, showing actual scenes 
from the screen play.” At the suggestion of the campaign book, exhibitors 
might have wanted to place the current Flight volume in bookstore windows 
in order to generate publicity for the theater playing the movie.'* Those 
same exhibitors were also encouraged to take it on themselves to put the 
novel into the hands of viewers. 

The studio suggested that “here is a way to build extra matinee busi- 
ness,” and added that exhibitors should “announce in your daily ads during 
the showing of the picture that to the first twenty-five women who hand 
their tickets to your doorman at each matinee performance . . . they will 
receive handsomely illustrated copies of the novelization of Flight abso- 
lutely free.” ° In the following chapters I show some of the connections 
between the “spaces” of film reception and very specific audiences, for ex- 
ample the theater and the classroom in the case of high school students, 
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or the prison in the case of San Quentin inmates. There were also con- 
nections between entertainment and educational institutions — for instance, 
film, radio, schools, and public libraries—and once again with very spe- 
cific audience groups in mind, most commonly children and adolescents. 
In the case of Flight, we can see another such connection—between the 
film and publishing industries. Implied as well is the understanding that 
women were more likely to be affected by that connection than men, as 
they seemed to be the targeted audience for the novel. The movie matinee 
also becomes the space, at least at this time, for a very specific viewing 
group. We know from the work of Richard deCordova that the industry ac- 
tively sought an audience of often unescorted children and adolescents for 
its Saturday-afternoon showings.”° But clearly the industry also assumed — 
and attempted to increase with the assistance of the publishing industry — 
an audience of women for its other daily showings, probably during the 
week when kids were in school and men were at work. 

In this early period of Capra’s career and of his celebrity, the direc- 
tor moved back and forth between the military melodrama—Submarine, 
Dirigible, and Flight—and the woman’s film— Forbidden (1932) and Ladies 
of Leisure. And even more so than with Flight, Columbia insisted on the 
specifically gendered appeal of the movies that stressed maternal suffering 
(Forbidden, a version of the Fannie Hurst novel Back Street) and emotional 
turmoil. In Ladies of Leisure, Barbara Stanwyck plays a golddigger who 
falls in love with a wealthy man whose family objects to the romance. Love 
is, of course, triumphant by the end of the movie, with the studio publicity 
asserting the precisely gendered appeal of the formulaic narrative. 

In its campaign book for the film, the studio advertised Capra very much 
as it had for Flight as the man in charge and as the ideal of the film artist 
capable of doing everything on the set. In an “advance feature” article for 
newspaper publication, headlined “Director Capra Expert At Every Phase 
of Talkie,” the campaign book extolled the filmmaker’s broad range of tal- 
ent. “Capra is not only an expert at every phase of talking picture pro- 
duction,” the article explained, “but is capable of rewriting portions of the 
script when it is necessary, and of introducing ad lib lines that add ma- 
terially to the story.” Moreover, “although he has never been on the stage, 
he seems to have an instinctive talent for reading lines and is able to give 
each actor just the intonation necessary,” with the result that “there is a 
harmonious quality about the Capra productions that most other pictures 
lack.”?! Capra’s control is not quite military here, as it was for Flight, but 
it is just as wide and all-encompassing. His authorship and his celebrity are 
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pulled me into prominence when | 
was working in the chorus of 
‘Keep Cool.’ I was picked, with 


five other girls to do imitations. of} 


the principals. 

“My ‘most important stroke of 
luck was’ when. Wallard Mack gave 
me some lines to read in The 
Noose.” He then promoted me to 
the lead. Arthur Hopkins saw me 
in this play. He was then looking 
around for a girl to play the lead in 
"Burlesque." I was the lucky girl.” 

Miss Stanwyck’s sensational suc- 
cess in this role established her 
definitely as a Broadway star. When 
Miss Stanwyck attributes all her 
success to luck, she is being very 
modest. Luck has not played half 
the part that talent, personality and 
work have played. Unknown and 
untrained, she has pushed herself 
to the top within six short years. 
And the experience has left her 
completely unspoiled. 

“Ladies of Leisure’, was directed 
by Frank Capra, who_won universal 
acclaim with “his “préductions-— 
“Flight and “Submarine.” 


' This was Barbara Stanwyck's ex- 
| planation ‘of how, at the. enviable 


Romantic Pair 


ALDH GRAVES, BARBARA STAN WICK LADS ESO 


© =A COLUMBIA PRODUCTION 


1 Col. Scene Cut or Mat—No, 15 
Capra Ace Director 


a 
Has Won Universal Acclaim 
For Several Films 


. Frank Capra, director of “Ladies 
of Leisure,” the Columbia all-talking 


drama of New York,night life now 
coming to-the. <> wright Theatre, 
has become identified as one of film- 
dom's outstanding directors. /AI- 
though only 32 years old, he haa 
received nation-wide recognition for 
four productions. The first was a 
picturization of Kipling’s “The Bal- 
lad of Fultah Fisher's Boarding- 
House” voted the best short subject 
of its year; the second was “The 
Strong Man," a Harry Langdon fea- 
ture, accounted among the: ten best 
pictures\of 1926; the third was 
“Submarine,”” undersea triumph of 
1928; and the fourth was ‘‘Flight,”” 
sensational epic of the air of 1929. 


From the “Exhibitor’s Campaign Book” for Ladies of Leisure, with Capra labeled an “expert” 


and “ace director” in separate articles. (Library of Congress) 


marked by a mastery of everything that goes on during filming, the director 
as virtuoso rather than battlefield hero but still just as powerful. 
Columbia, however, provided many other stories for newspapers and 
made many other publicity suggestions, and most of this recommended 
ballyhoo, rather than stressing Capra’s astonishing abilities, instead seemed 
directly concerned with addressing the women in the film audience and ex- 
plaining the pleasures that these viewers might get from Capra’s new film. 


THE NATIONAL AND THE LOCAL 33 


The campaign book urged exhibitors to purchase a “3 Column Fashion Cut 
or Mat” from Columbia, one that could run in newspapers or be hung in 
store windows to provide viewers with a “fashion forecast.” In the cut, 
“Barbara Stanwyck, Juliette Compton and Marie Prevost display the stun- 
ning creations they wear in Ladies of Leisure, the sensational Columbia 
all-talking drama of night life,” which would be followed by the name of 
the theater showing the picture. This is not quite the “Carole Lombard in 
Macy’s window” that Charles Eckert wrote about, but like that department 
store display it is an extension of a certain kind of visual pleasure asso- 
ciated with the cinema, and likely very specifically gendered.2? A woman’s 
pleasure in examining the fashions in a movie turns into the female news- 
paper reader’s pleasure, or that of the shopper browsing in a store carrying 
the advertisement. 

With clothing and free books we can see the cinema’s working out of the 
fiction and fashion appeal to women that began developing in the United 
States at the end of the nineteenth century. We know from the work of 
Kathy Peiss that nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century working women 
were not simply oppressed by the modern industrial system but instead 
took advantage of having at least a little disposable income. In short, work- 
ing women did indeed have some fun away from work.** Following Peiss, 
Nan Enstad has written about the two industries from that period that “for 
the first time mass produced two types of commodities expressly targeted 
to a young working female audience; inexpensive fashion and formulaic 
fiction.”*5 At least from the 1870s these women became avid consumers, 
and products that were ready to wear and pleasurable to read, as well as 
chic and exciting, seemed the perfect match for their incomes, desires, and 
class aspirations. Enstad is careful to point out that the working-class (and 
middle-class) women who bought the clothes and read the books were 
not simply dupes of bourgeois consumerist ideology but instead exercised 
choice and engaged critically with what they read and the fashions they 
encountered. And these same women fifty or sixty years later almost cer- 
tainly became a central audience for movies, even for the kind of adventure 
fantasy afforded by Flight and other similar films. The “little shop girls” 
going to the movies may well have been distracted by the new medium, to 
borrow Siegfried Kracauer’s term for this audience and the pleasures the 
cinema gave them.’* But they were also discerning consumers: they had 
some income to spend on such things but not a lot. As a result, the cinema, 
publishing, and other entertainment industries competed with each other 
to attract this clientele, but they also worked together. Indeed, in the case of 
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Flight we can see the combination of literary fiction, fashion, film, and jour- 
nalism. With newspaper ads, women got to study the dresses worn by the 
stars and then see the stars in those dresses when they went to the movies. 
Or, as they entered the theater, they were rewarded with free novels based 
on the film they were about to see. 

The pleasures in looking that were delivered by the cinema, as well as by 
newspaper fashion advertisements and the novels illustrated with photos 
from the films on which they were based, have become conventionalized 
in cultural studies and film studies, particularly since Laura Mulvey first 
fully proposed them in her famous essay “Visual Pleasure and Narrative 
Cinema.”?’ But the advertising for Ladies of Leisure and probably for other 
movies from the period sought to replicate, or perhaps even induce, differ- 
ent pleasures as well, particularly for those same female fans who may have 
studied Barbara Stanwyck’s clothes, or read the novel about the woman 
asked to love the pal of the man she really loved. 

Jackie Stacey, in her groundbreaking work on reception, Star Gazing, 
has noted the manner in which women remark on the intensity of their 
identification with female stars while watching a movie, to the point of 
imagining themselves as those stars.”* At least some of the advertising sug- 
gested by Columbia for Ladies of Leisure attempted to provoke a similar 
relationship, beginning outside the theater and, implicitly, continuing in- 
side. The studio recommended a contest to be run in local newspapers that 
like the free novelizations of Flight, was designed specifically to get women 
into the theater. Columbia proposed a “How would you get back?” con- 
test taken from the narrative of Ladies of Leisure, in which Barbara Stan- 
wyck finds herself about to be compromised at a high society party aboard 
a yacht. “If you were invited out on a yacht party located in the middle 
of a ten mile wide river, and after you got there you were told that you 
would have to pet,” the contest began, “how would you get back?” The 
contest was meant as a joke, with women encouraged to “think of a funny 
answer” and submit it to the theater showing the film. Nevertheless, this 
advertisement asked women to imagine themselves in the same predica- 
ment as Stanwyck, constructing at least the possibility for an identification 
with the star, as well as for her situation within the narrative, quite similar 
to the one explored by Stacey. 

It is likely, then, that a variety of relationships between spectator and 
film, and in this case between a woman viewer and the film, actually began 
to develop before a fan had watched the movie and well away from the film 
and the theater, often through different modes of advertising. Thus the en- 
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tire institution of the cinema, including, in this case, affiliations between 
theaters, newspapers, and stores, produced viewers just as much as did the 
instance of watching a specific film. 

But the studio never neglected the special significance of the space of the 
theater. In the campaign book for Ladies of Leisure, Columbia developed 
something of a theory of spectatorial psychology, connecting the poten- 
tial for satisfied customers directly to the exhibition space. The studio sug- 
gested a three-part approach to linking all aspects of the theater, inside 
and outside, to the movie itself. Reminding theater managers that “the 
first thing your patron approaches is your box office,” Columbia suggested 
painting it in “gaudy modernistic colors” for Capra’s film, accompanied 
by “hot and jazzy numbers” playing over a loudspeaker. Above the box 
office the marquee was said to be “the selling eye of your theatre,” and, in 
an enthusiastically mixed metaphor, also “the flame that attracts the audi- 
ence.” Columbia recommended placing “cardboard stars made in colors 
and on each side . . . the names of one of the players” in the film. “Toy bal- 
loons” also would help, “in small clusters tied near the [marquee] lamps 
where they can receive the illumination through them.” Once drawn inside, 
audiences should walk through a lobby full of “confetti, streamers, bal- 
loons,” with “art layouts in 40x60 easels showing the party life of Ladies 
of Leisure.” Theater managers should thus “render a general atmosphere 
of gaiety” in the lobby, one that would “throw your audience into a recep- 
tive mood which will help them like the picture and go out raving about 
it to their friends.” Here the space of the theater would replicate the “hot 
and peppy” atmosphere of Capra’s film, preparing viewers for it and also 
making them more receptive to it. According to studio strategy, the entire 
theater as much as the movie being screened there worked to produce a 
satisfied viewer.*° 

Recently, scholars in film studies have examined the ways in which this 
kind of display and the linkage between cinema, other forms of indus- 
try, and leisure—publishing and shopping, for example—contributed to 
a transformation of the public sphere in the expanding urban spaces of 
Europe and the United States, a transformation that fully marks the mod- 
ern era. Miriam Hansen, for example, has analyzed the ways in which these 
shifts were facilitated by the silent cinema, with that cinema helping to cre- 
ate “the gendered itineraries of everyday life and leisure.” >! Early cinema 
facilitated these itineraries through textual and industrial strategies —that 
is, through a form of address perfected by the films and filmmakers them- 
selves; through modes of exhibition and reception connected to shopping 
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in downtown areas and other forms of visual spectacle and also linked to 
dating, taking time off from work, or just walking through town. 

In his work on melodrama and modernity, Ben Singer cites the prolifera- 
tion of early-twentieth-century scholars and critics, most notably George 
Simmel, who equated the seemingly new public sphere of urban moder- 
nity with an “intensification of nervous stimulation,” or “social and audio- 
visual (over) stimulation,” or even hyperstimulation.?? Kathy Peiss—less 
concerned with the advent of modernity while still concentrating on tech- 
nologized forms of urban pleasure, especially for working-class women— 
has analyzed the development, from the end of the nineteenth century, of 
leisure amusement activities and spaces for people with at least some in- 
come to spend on such things. For Peiss, Coney Island stood out as just such 
a space, one marked by a sort of melodramatic realism with the park’s re- 
enactments of slum fires in New York ghettos, as well as by escape through 
its tunnels of love and other rides.*? 

Scholars have paid less attention to the connection after the develop- 
ment of sound in motion pictures and other leisure and consumer activities 
available to the public sphere. But with the cases of Flight and Ladies of 
Leisure, we can see that these early sound films may have had significant 
impact on those everyday “itineraries” of modern life, doing so both some- 
what quietly and also through the kind of hyperstimulation that so vexed 
earlier critics. When theater managers linked literature to cinema by giving 
out free copies of Flight to women in matinee audiences, they were cer- 
tainly addressing one of the central issues of what we might call a gendered 
modernity —that is, the unchaperoned woman, the female flaneur, out in 
public either alone or in groups engaging in consumption practices and 
leisure activities like shopping and going to the movies.** And the marqee 
suggestions for Ladies of Leisure point to the hyperstimulation of the side- 
walk, to the impossibility of avoiding the technologies of the film industry 
even if one had no intention of going to the movies. 

In these cases we can see a full corporate acknowledgment of this pub- 
lic sphere, of the wider culture at least partially engendered by cinema. 
These are, after all, the publicity suggestions of Columbia Pictures, sugges- 
tions that take advantage of women walking through cities and the ubiquity 
of advertising opportunities. Thus the full corporate manipulation of an 
early-twentieth-century hyper stimulus might further mark the modernity 
of these linked spaces, industries, and technologies. But we should also ac- 
cept that, unlike many arguments stressing the connection between cinema 
and modernity, the phenomenon was not simply an urban one, and the 
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modern era was as much signaled by the continuing importance of the small 
town as by the city.35 Kathryn Fuller’s varied projects on regional cinema 
from 1895 to the 1930s, for example, have shown the centrality of the small 
town as much as the metropolis to a developing twentieth-century moder- 
nity of wide leisure opportunities, consumption, and technology.** More- 
over, the corporate projects in the rendering of modern space are, finally, 
only representations. At least through the period discussed here, theater 
managers could, to some extent, take or leave the ideas that the studio sent 
them in their campaign books. Thus it becomes important to move from the 
ideas of the studio for reaching the public and shaping public space to an 
examination of actual publicity—its address to film audiences and its rela- 
tionships to a variety of institutions and practices in both cities and towns. 


Implementing Studio Strategies 


During the 1930s, theater managers understood the relationships between 
viewing pleasure and the complete space of the theater, even as they refined 
studio approaches to their own, local needs. Managers followed the advice 
of the campaign books while also adapting it to neighborhood markets, 
current events, and a movie’s connections to other consumer activities. In 
the actual ballyhoo for Capra’s films we can see, if not the tensions between 
local theaters and the national campaigns suggested by the studio, then cer- 
tainly the manner in which different aspects of the film industry developed 
both different and overlapping strategies to attract audiences. 

In one example, toward the end of 1931 theater manager Jay H. Guthrie 
of Urichsville, Ohio, decided to do what he could to help the poor during 
hard times. For matinee showings of Capra’s then most recent film, Diri- 
gible, Guthrie asked patrons for canned goods rather than money. Once the 
cans had been collected, but before they were distributed, Guthrie made a 
display of the contributions in the lobby of his State Theater, showing to 
the town’s filmgoers the result of their own good deeds. While the canned 
goods clearly qualified as charitable giving, they also worked as good bally- 
hoo for Guthrie’s movie house. Patrons now could view going to Guthrie’s 
theater as something of a community service—an image reinforced by the 
display of all the food—and this would certainly help attendance at other 
screenings that required a paid admission. But Guthrie also made use of 
slightly more conventional publicity, that is, publicity tied directly to the 
subject of Capra’s movie. Guthrie mounted a cardboard cutout of a diri- 
gible on a truck and drove it through Urichsville’s main streets. He also 
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attached another cutout under the State Theater’s marquee, with one-sheet 
posters for the film placed above. The exhibitor’s trade journal, Motion Pic- 
ture Herald, which always reported on successful and aesthetically pleasing 
examples of ballyhoo, commented that these displays “attracted a lot of 
attention, especially so in view of the new navy dirigible ‘Akron’ making 
flights over this territory” during the period of the screenings.? 

Guthrie’s exploitation campaigns for Dirigible point out some of the 
complexities of movie advertising during the early sound period, at least in 
those small-town, late-first-run or subsequent-run theaters detailed by the 
Herald. The Dirigible cutouts and one-sheets almost certainly came from 
the main office of Columbia Pictures, which typically supplied exhibitors 
with all manner of posters and other similar materials, and made sugges- 
tions, as described above, in their campaign books about how to use them. 
Guthrie’s marquee use of these materials seems conventional enough, a tac- 
tic that could be found at any number of theaters. But his truck-related 
ballyhoo seems more of Guthrie’s own invention, something he had tried 
before that had worked well to drum up business. Similarly, his canned 
goods drive was probably also his own idea as a response to conditions 
in his community. Thus we have an advertising practice both national and 
local in its coordination, with the same materials and general exploitation 
outlines made available to all exhibitors but also subject to much differ- 
ent uses once a movie played in places like Urichsville. In Guthrie’s case, 
as well, we can isolate a kind of tie-in practice that exceeded the typical, 
at least for that time, connection of a film to various products available 
in stores. For Urichsville audiences, the viewing of Dirigible came to be 
aligned with the social conscience of the community through the canned 
goods drive and also through the actual display of military technology and 
preparedness, because the exhibition of the film happened to coincide with 
the maneuvers of the Akron over that part of the country. 

By studying the display of canned goods at the State Theater and the 
construction of the marquee there, we can start to understand what might 
be called the “architecture” of reception. Indeed, if we include the event 
of driving the truck through the city streets in order to ballyhoo Dirigible, 
we might more properly refer to an entire “spectacle” of reception. That 
is, we would be studying the manner in which advertising, quite separate 
from a film itself and just as the studio hoped when it suggested marquees 
and contests for Ladies of Leisure and ballyhoo for other movies, helped to 
create ways for audiences and potential audiences to make sense of a film. 
Dirigible, for instance, may have meant something at least somewhat dif- 
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ferent to those audiences who did not pass by those canned goods in the 
lobby or who had not seen the navy dirigible before seeing Capra’s film. 

Almost a year before the canned goods drive in Urichsville, Columbia 
Pictures, showing that it did not necessarily seek to control publicity from 
a national office, established an incentive for creative, local advertising for 
Dirigible. In January 1931, a few weeks before the film’s premiere, the pro- 
duction studio announced “cash prizes for ad ideas,” and set aside a purse 
of $1,875 “for exhibitors and theater managers in the United States and 
Canada to shoot at in a nation-wide contest for the best exploitation and 
advertising ideas submitted” for Capra’s film. Columbia divided the con- 
test into five divisions, one each for newspaper advertising, newspaper pub- 
licity campaigns, lobby decorations, window displays, and merchandise tie- 
ins. Thus the studio created competition among the exhibitors showing its 
films—a competition designed first to make exhibitors eager to acquire 
Columbia’s product, and then, even while showing the same film, to de- 
velop very different approaches for attracting the public.** 

Perhaps at least in part as a result, exhibitors developed some interest- 
ing advertising campaigns for Capra’s film. In Maynard, Massachusetts, 
Burt Coghlan mounted a model dirigible on an Austin automobile and had 
it driven through town by two men dressed in aviator outfits. Marshall 
Quint, from the Colonia Theater in Belfast, Maine, also used an automo- 
bile, but had his driver dress as a clown, and tied-in the entire stunt with a 
sale at a used-car dealership. Eric Paulson, in Juneau, Alaska, chose a tie- 
in with city government rather than local commerce by presenting Juneau’s 
mayor with a model of the Akron and then giving free theater passes to 
members of the Coast Guard stationed nearby. The manager of the Iroquois 
Theater in Petrolia, Canada, concentrated on newspaper advertising and 
convinced the editor of the local paper to carry a “streamer head” advertis- 
ing the film across the top of the front page. Jake Rosenthal in Waterloo, 
Iowa, placarded ads for the film “on everything that was circulating about 
town,” and made tie-ins with department stores, drug stores, and novelty 
shops. Indeed, for the Motion Picture Herald this lowa campaign signaled 
the absolute significance of theater publicity during the Depression, and the 
understanding that a film, at least during hard times, simply could not sell 
itself. According to the Herald, the success of Dirigible in Waterloo “jus- 
tified Rosenthal’s theory that there’s still loose money even in these times, 
if one will make a worthwhile attempt to divert some of it to the theater 
box-office.” 

To use a term taken from narrative studies, we can see here, in these ad- 
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vertising practices, the kind of repetition-with-a-difference that typically 
has been remarked on only in relation to the storytelling strategies of Holly- 
wood films from the classical period.’ Naturally enough, representations 
of dirigibles, particularly the Akron, were used in most of the ballyhoo 
efforts for Capra’s film, but to a slightly different effect. Automobiles, too, 
turned up in several of the Dirigible campaigns, but with aviators as drivers 
in Maynard and a clown in Belfast. The different costumes may have been a 
result of a theater manager’s personal taste, or may have had something to 
do with perceptions of community preferences. Nevertheless, the different 
strategies for Dirigible, as well as Columbia’s contest for the best advertis- 
ing ideas, serve to highlight what movie studios and theater managers thor- 
oughly understood during this period: successful advertising campaigns for 
films required local angles. 

Advertisers in other media and for other products eventually realized the 
same thing and started developing their publicity for target markets. Re- 
garding radio Kathy Newman has pointed out how advertisers had come 
to understand at least by the r950s that campaigns often had to be de- 
veloped with extremely small audience units in mind, and that neighbor- 
hoods had distinctive consumption habits, as did areas organized around 
similar occupations or family structures. Newman points out, as well, that 
in the 1940s Paul Lazarsfeld determined that even in voting for national 
leaders Americans were most likely to be swayed by “the political climate 
of their small environment” rather than by broad-based, organized adver- 
tising campaigns.*! The managers of movie theaters, however, who over- 
saw the neighborhood outlets par excellence for national products, under- 
stood the significance of the local at least as early as the 1930s. Fox Theater 
manager Frank Ricketson, in The Management of Motion Picture Theaters, 
a practical guide to the profession, stressed again and again the need to 
devise very particular publicity strategies connected to specific areas. With 
newspaper advertising, he reminded fellow managers that “an advertise- 
ment planned for the Kansas City Star would be out of place in the New 
York Mirror, and copy suitable to the Los Angeles Herald-Express would 
not conform to the type of readers of the Cincinnati Inquirer.” 

Just one month after beginning the Dirigible contest that stressed local 
difference, however, Columbia announced a national campaign for Capra’s 
film. The small-town ballyhoo for the film emphasized, understandably, 
theater marquees and lobbies, and also the potential for reaching people 
after they had left the house: the placards on goods around town, the 
clowns driving cars, the ceremonies honoring local politicians. Columbia’s 
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publicity, however, targeted a much smaller space—the home—and chose 
a specific medium—the radio. On 31 January 1931, Motion Picture Herald 
noted that “an exploitation plan calculated to go direct to the public via 
the radio will be launched by Columbia Feb. 8, to continue eight weeks, 
in connection with the national release of Dirigible, the aeronautics yarn 
produced in co-operation with the U.S. Navy.”*? This, then, gives us some 
sense of the strategy behind major studio publicity. For a film like Diri- 
gible, a first run—with staggered openings throughout the country —might 
be planned to last about two months, during which time the studio gen- 
erated national, mass-media publicity. At the same time, for both first run 
and subsequent runs, the studio helped to organize publicity at the local 
level and also encouraged the development of campaigns specific to each 
locale. 

The proposed national advertising campaign for Capra’s film also points 
to the manner in which Hollywood corporations sought to align their prod- 
uct with other institutions, particularly those related to government and 
education. In advertising for Dirigible, Columbia stressed the film’s con- 
nection to the navy, a connection that the Herald dutifully repeated and one 
that was quite similar to the link between Flight and the marines that the 
studio emphasized. As I show in chapter 4, within a decade, of course, as 
Capra’s films increasingly became allegories of American democracy, this 
connection to the governmental and the federal would become more promi- 
nent, not only in the films’ advertising but also in audiences’ responses 
to them. In 1931, however, the assertion of “co-operation” between the 
studio and the military seems less motivated by a specific understanding of a 
“Capra film” and more generically driven. Links to the armed forces served 
to guarantee the authenticity and public-mindedness of the military film, 
which then as now was something of a staple of Hollywood production.# 

This connection to the military seems natural enough for a film about 
navy dirigibles. Perhaps more interesting is the manner in which Colum- 
bia tried to advertise the educational value of the film and to engage in a 
sort of public uplift through the advertising for the movie. The radio cam- 
paign would consist of “programs of not less than 15 minutes over stations 
throughout the U.S. and Canada,” with this length itself conforming to 
much standard programming from the period, thereby making the Diri- 
gible radio promotions seem much more like entertainment than advertis- 
ing. The ostensible aim of the programs, however, was uplift rather than 
entertainment, as they were designed to elicit the “interest of the general 
public in writing essays of 500 words on some phase of the development of 
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lighter-than-air craft.” Columbia added that “the reading of the essays will 
form part of the radio programs,” with cash prizes, including a $300 first 
prize, to be awarded “in each of the three classes arranged respectively for 
university students, high school pupils, and the general public.” * 

In chapter 3 I examine the manner in which the film education move- 
ment, separate from the studios, adopted motion pictures as a suitable 
area of study for adolescents and teenagers. But at least by the early 1930s 
the studios clearly were seeking the cultural capital associated with pro- 
moting the educational values in their films and also in the publicity that 
surrounded those films. From our position decades later it is impossible 
to judge the sincerity of Columbia’s motives here, and it is also unclear 
just how many people actually wrote essays. Nevertheless, in a national 
strategy similar to the canned goods campaign in Urichsville, Columbia 
here used advertising to attempt to create at least something of an active, 
thoughtful consumer, one who would be encouraged to consider and then 
write about the history of aviation technology. This advertising program, 
designed to create and then disseminate public knowledge, also worked to 
turn the stars of the film and Capra himself into experts, with the roles 
played by the actors apparently corresponding to real-life capabilities and 
the director seemingly having a natural proclivity for a film about avia- 
tion.** Included among the judges of the essay contest were military men 
and professors, stars Jack Holt and Ralph Graves, along with Capra, the 
two men who played the aviators in the film, and also the man who oversaw 
the production.*” 

This national campaign for Dirigible also brings to mind Columbia’s 
efforts to construct Capra as an all-seeing general in charge of men in the 
field during the filming of Flight. With the essay contest Capra’s celebrity, 
and that of Holt and Graves, came to be marked by authority and expertise, 
and by the ability to judge the merits of writing about the development of 
technology. This may be an aspect of a gendered form of stardom, one of 
the differences between male and female celebrities. Fans, especially female 
fans, were asked to “identify” with Barbara Stanwyck in Ladies of Leisure 
in terms of her narrative predicament, as in the “How would you get back?” 
contest, as well as her clothing with the links to newspaper fashion ad- 
vertisements. The fans of Dirigible, apparently both men and women and 
boys and girls, had the chance to assert a relationship with Capra based on 
shared knowledge, on entering into a discussion with him about air trans- 
portation. In chapter 4 I show the serious political interactions between 
Capra and his fans, especially after the release of Meet John Doe in1941. Ten 
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years before John Doe however, Capra’s military films and the studio repre- 
sentations of Capra demonstrate the possibility for relationships between 
fans and stars—or at least male stars such as Capra, Graves, or Holt—based 
not so much on glamour but on a sense of shared intellectual substance. 


“These New Kind of Blondes” and the 
“Financially Lower Strata” 


On the local level, though, for most of Capra’s films from this period bally- 
hoo emphasized not so much the connections between a movie and public 
uplift through education but rather the links between films and other com- 
mercial ventures. For example, the 1931 campaign for Capra’s Jean Har- 
low vehicle, Platinum Blonde, in Brockton, Massachusetts, capitalized on 
seemingly all of the city’s major businesses, demonstrating the very fluid 
relationships between them and the movie theater. During this period, and 
similar to the novelizations of Flight and other films, studios often produced 
written “serializations” of their films and distributed them to theater man- 
agers. At the end of 1931, Brockton theater manager Bill Adams placed in 
a local newspaper over six days successive chapters of Columbia’s adap- 
tation of Platinum Blonde. Making sure that no one might assume that the 
serialization was purely and simply a literary undertaking, at the end of the 
story Columbia and Adams let readers know that they could see the whole 
story all over again, at the theater. An advertisement following the con- 
clusion stated that “everybody’s talking about Platinum Blonde,” and then 
provided the theater name, playdates, and cast.** 

This small-town connection between the theater and the newspaper was 
absolutely central to movie advertising from the period, making the serial- 
ization of Platinum Blonde fairly standard stuff. But theater manager Adams 
also made use of the paper to turn ballyhoo into a news story. With the 
cooperation of the newspaper, he hired two “platinum” blondes, and as 
the Motion Picture Herald admiringly described it, “turned [them] loose in 
the business district at a stated time on a certain day.” Members of the 
public were invited to become “captors,” and, once spotting the blondes, 
bring them to the newspaper office for a five-dollar reward. The contest re- 
sulted in several stories in the newspaper as well as a photo of the blondes 
and the man and woman who captured them.*? In other words, the theater 
and the newspaper constructed a public event that worked as advertising 
for the former, and as a human interest feature for the latter. 

Just as with several of the Dirigible campaigns ranging from canned 
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goods to aviation essays, this mode of advertising sought to create some- 
thing of an active audience for Capra’s movie. In this case, viewers were 
assumed to be mobile rather than sitting in theaters, and were understood 
to be walking through town looking for someone who may or may not have 
been nearby. They were encouraged to scan outdoor space for the right 
blonde among all the women in the business district and then bring her in 
for money. These are, perhaps, different viewers from those imagined by 
much of contemporary film theory, which has concentrated on the act of 
watching movies and has tended to develop much more passive models of 
spectatorship. We might, then, as with the case of the contests and fashion 
tie-ins for Flight, have to investigate the possibility of film viewing taking 
shape from an overall film culture and not just from the experience of sit- 
ting in a theater and gazing at a screen. Of course, in the instance examined 
here, Adams’s interests were practical rather than theoretical. The theater 
manager hoped that this extended “audience,” the one looking for blondes 
outside of the theater, would then pay to watch Jean Harlow as the emblem- 
atic blonde in the more confined space of the movie theater. The practices 
and pleasures, then, of that first, business district, audience seem at least 
somewhat different from those of the audiences that eventually watched 
the movie. We know that the classical film text worked to mobilize a cer- 
tain kind of voyeurism in its viewers. But if the case of Platinum Blonde in 
Brockton was a typical one, then the cinema as an institution, including ad- 
vertising, also encouraged very different versions of watching and seeing, 
and different forms of interaction with the objects being seen. 

In fact, in the Brockton campaign for Capra’s film, blonde women be- 
came the objects of a sort of all-seeing advertising/consumer gaze, with the 
public invited to interact with them in various ways. On the Friday the film 
opened, Adams sponsored “a fashion show in a window of one of the fore- 
most gown shops in town,” but clothes seemed to receive second billing 
to the models themselves who were described as “two blondes.” Appar- 
ently, interest in either the models or their clothes “ran so high that reserve 
police had to be sent from the station.” Adams employed these same two 
blondes as decorations for his lobby, using them to distribute announce- 
ments about the upcoming film three days before Platinum Blonde opened. 
One of the blondes demonstrated Victor radios at the local dealer’s store, 
while in a tie-in with a car dealer a chauffeur was hired “to drive blondes 
about town.” °° 

Thus the Brockton ballyhoo for Capra’s film connected all manner of 
spaces and businesses: from the theater lobby to the gown shop to the radio 
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store to the car dealership to the newspaper. In virtually every case, Harlow 
surrogates certified the connection between the film and other products, 
with the Motion Picture Herald admiringly reminding readers to “note that 
the two platinum blondes were plugged in this campaign and there can be 
no doubt that this stunt offers many possibilities in the way of tie-ups with 
both newspapers and merchants.” The title of the film, then, and Harlow’s 
hair, created something of a ballyhoo bonanza. The entire reception spec- 
tacle for Capra’s film turned the platinum blonde into a very rare species, 
one that the public might seek out, look at, and buy from, and then pay 
to see all over again at the theater. The Herald even cautioned that some 
exhibitors trying to duplicate Adams’s success “may not be able to locate 
these new kind of blondes,” but that, as the fad seemed to be spreading, the- 
ater folk should “cheer up if you already haven’t a couple of these around 
right this minute.” ** 

For another Capra film, though, no shortage existed of women qualified 
for a variety of promotions. Lady for a Day, from 1933, told the story of 
Apple Annie, a Depression-era apple seller transformed, through the lar- 
gesse of a gangster, into the temporary lady of the title. The promotional 
strategy derived logically enough from the film’s narrative, and in this case 
for the film’s first run it came to be coordinated by the studio itself. Quite 
simply, the Columbia exploitation department alerted theater managers to 
the possibility of using impoverished women to ballyhoo Capra’s film. In 
so doing, the film company helped to point out that relations between the 
theater and the newspaper may not have been as smooth in big cities as they 
were in the small towns that showed Capra’s films. Further, the move also 
demonstrated the manner in which the individual exhibitors of small-town 
theaters adapted national publicity strategies. 

Lady for a Day opened at Radio City Music Hall, and its placement in 
such an important exhibition site clearly signaled its significance to Colum- 
bia. As a result the studio seemed determined to attract as much attention 
as possible in the very competitive market of New York City. The Motion 
Picture Herald reported that “blasé Broadway ballyhooers perked up a bit 
early this week,” and that even the city’s tough newspapermen fell for the 
studio’s publicity. The Herald continued by stating that “city editors all 
over New York, hardboiled . . . newspapermen that they are, for the first 
time in some years opened up their editorial pages and gave real space to 
an avowed exploitation departure conceived by Columbia Pictures Corpo- 
ration.” Reporters from all of the city’s papers “actually were assigned to 
cover a press agent’s ‘gag,’” and this constituted an event “of such impor- 
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tance that many an exhibitor will be inspired to spend many sleepless nights 
thinking up campaigns to equal this one.” 

Here, then, we get a sense of the differences between small towns and big 
cities during this period. In all of those campaigns for Dirigible and Plati- 
num Blonde, newspapers and theaters worked fluidly together, each benefit- 
ing from the efforts of the other. In New York, however, there was at least 
the perception—among the very savvy editors of the Motion Picture Her- 
ald, for instance—that journalism and cinema were, at times, antagonistic 
institutions. Ballyhoo may have constituted news in Brockton but this was 
not necessarily true in New York, thus making the case of Lady for a Day 
so extraordinary. 

The campaign that attracted so much attention exploited the very real 
issues of class, unemployment, and homelessness that Capra combined 
with the comedy and melodramatic fantasy of his film. Columbia instructed 
Radio City’s manager to locate what the Herald euphemistically referred 
to as “a member of New York’s financially lower strata to enact the part of 
the picture’s heroine in real life . .. with photographs.” Radio City selected 
Nellie McCarthy, a seventy-three-year-old apple seller in the city’s theater 
district. The theater “snatched [Nellie] from her apple stand, [gave her] 
one glorious whirl for 24 hours, and then returned [her] to the stand.” 
The “whirl” included a three-room suite in the Waldorf-Astoria. Columbia 
spent $500 on Nellie, but as the Herald reported, “the net free space [in 
newspapers] was worth ten times as much.” *? 

This ballyhoo seems the precise opposite of the Urichsville canned goods 
drive during the run of Dirigible. There, the theater became the space of 
community consciousness, even though the film itself—a military fantasy — 
had virtually nothing to do with the country’s economic problems. In that 
case, typically escapist entertainment nevertheless called attention to the 
Depression because viewers had to make a charitable gift in order to see 
the movie. Nor was this use of a “real” person to promote Lady for a Day 
the same as the ballyhoo for Platinum Blonde. In that instance, scarcity — 
the chance to see a “rare” blonde—became the point of publicity. With 
Lady for a Day, however, the publicity for this film about the effects of 
the Depression stressed a perverse sort of abundance in making connec- 
tions between the movie and the city; clearly, impoverished women were 
everywhere. Columbia and Radio City reproduced the mise en scéne of the 
film for an evening at the Waldorf, and the fluidity in this case was not 
so much between the theater and the department store or the auto dealer- 
ship, but rather between the narrative of the movie and that of the pub- 
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licity. Both could acknowledge the Depression, particularly its effects on 
elderly women, and both also could provide a “solution” that emphasized 
temporary excess before a return to impoverished routine. 

Other exhibitors adapted Columbia’s strategy to good effect. In Kansas 
City, not just any penniless woman would do. Instead, a local exhibitor 
advertised among the city’s dispossessed for a “double” for the film’s star, 
May Robson. The exhibitor found her “through local charity workers,” 
used her “as atmosphere in the foyer” of his theater, and also wrote to 
Robson herself to tell her about the stunt. Robson, “that grand trouper,” 
responded by sending $100 “for the relief of the woman.” ** Rather than 
sending his Apple Annie to the Waldorf, however, this exhibitor brought 
her to his theater as a celebrity double for someone who in Capra’s film 
herself impersonated a woman just like this one. The foyer thus became the 
space of a “real” Annie, just as the film at the theater presented a “false” 
one, Robson, with the woman from Kansas city serving as something of an 
anthropological display, attesting to the verisimilitude of the movie.** 

Poverty on display also did well for other exhibitors, with the bound- 
aries between “real” Annies and pretend ones becoming more blurred. 
When Lady for a Day left Radio City and moved to other New York the- 
aters, Nellie McCarthy, fresh from her evening at the Waldorf, reprised 
her Radio City role at the Audobon Theater. Manager Edgar Wallack col- 
lected stills from her day as a lady and placed her in front of them in his 
lobby. Nellie wore evening clothes for the event, but nevertheless still sold 
her apples to those coming to see the film. In this case, rather than finding 
a double for the star of the film, ballyhoo generated, in Nellie’s apotheo- 
sis, its own celebrity and used her appearance to create interest in Capra’s 
movie. While Nellie wasn’t Robson’s physical “double,” as in the Kansas 
City case, Nellie-as-lobby-display certainly repeated Robson’s role in the 
film, and we can only wonder about the effect of seeing Nellie’s photos 
alongside the Lady for a Day lobby cards and publicity stills that also must 
have decorated the Audobon’s lobby.°*° 

In each of these cases, for Flight, Dirigible, Platinum Blonde, or Lady for 
a Day, exhibitors used a studio strategy, adapted it, or developed their own 
in order to create a vast space for the reception of films. This space included 
local business as well as other media, such as newspapers and radio. Indeed, 
this space could be so extensive that it might take in the business districts 
where the public hunted for the right blonde, or those parts of town where 
poor women sold apples on the street. Exhibitors and studios understood 
not only that “the show started on the sidewalk” but also that reception 
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did, and that the public’s understanding of a film might well precede the 
viewing of it.°” Typically, the film itself and the story it told seemed not 
as significant, at least in initially attracting an audience, as did the celeb- 
rity of the director or star, the newspaper contests based on the film, or 
the product tie-ins. Studio executives and local theater managers believed 
that the description of Capra as an armchair general, or the appearance 
of the lighter-than-air Akron in the skies over Ohio, were more central to 
getting audiences to see Flight and Dirigible than anything about the films 
themselves. 

In spite of the emphasis on ballyhoo and on the importance of the over- 
all architecture and spectacle of film reception, the early 1930s was also a 
period marked by intense concern over film content; over the manner in 
which the films themselves, apart from any other elements of spectacle, 
might be viewed and might influence those watching them. This concern, 
while present from the beginning of the cinema as an entertainment in- 
dustry, quickened with the development of sound film, and also with the 
development of social sciences apparently more capable of understanding 
the effects of the media. 

Thus, interested groups sought regulatory control over that which they 
had some power. Exhibitors, of course, had absolutely no control over 
film content, and so sought to regulate the public spaces around movies in 
order to develop the connections between those public spaces and their the- 
aters. Other groups, however, both within the Hollywood film industry and 
outside it, had little relation to ballyhoo, but might successfully negotiate 
changes in film content. In each case, reception came to be understood as 
both volatile and malleable. For exhibitors during the early sound period, 
reception contexts frequently were created in cooperation with national 
corporations, although not necessarily in lockstep with them. 

Studio officials understood the benefits of advertising that was specially 
designed for local constituencies. In examples from Capra’s films of the 
early 1930s we can see some of the varied relationships between the corpo- 
rate headquarters and regional exhibition sites, and also realize that those 
in the film industry during this period knew that they made movies for a 
vast domestic audience that was at the same time divided by gender, loca- 
tion, and other factors. This back and forth of national production and 
much more narrow modes of consumption was one of the markers of early- 
twentieth-century corporate and leisure cultures. Indeed, rather than being 
notable for the imposition of a national culture on a coast-to-coast viewing 
public, the cinema during this period instead witnessed cohesiveness and 
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tensions on at least two different axes, one purely local and the other both 
national and regional. The first was made up of the different industries, 
populations, cultural activities, and consumption possibilities in any single 
location. The second had the national headquarters of the film company 
and such local businesses as theaters developing both general and specific 
appeals to the tens of millions of people who went to the movies and who 
could themselves be addressed as members of an American audience and as 
viewers whose interests, preferences, and reception practices were in large 
part shaped by the neighborhoods or towns or cities in which they lived. 

Along with issues of advertising and publicity, however, during this 
period there was another, much more vexing, relationship between the na- 
tional and the local, the one that formed around censorship. This relation- 
ship did indeed involve film content, and consisted of conflicts between 
the film studio and the censoring boards of states and localities, particu- 
larly in the early 1930s before the full implementation of the industry’s 
self-censoring Production Code. And if varied and complex links between 
the national and the local stood out among the signs of modernity from 
the period, so too did international systems of production, distribution, 
and consumption. Censorship itself functioned across national boundaries, 
often placing foreign governments against both the U.S. government and 
the Hollywood film studios. In the next chapter I turn to such an instance, 
the case of Capra’s The Bitter Tea of General Yen (1933), in which the film 
text came to be viewed as all important and as the absolute ground zero of 
all meaning. 

With the publicity campaign for Flight, Columbia depicted Capra, at 
least metaphorically, as a general in the U.S. military’s intervention in Nica- 
ragua. To reach an audience in the United States the studio counted on 
Capra’s special status as a directorial celebrity and on the representation 
of his military command and vision as a means of selling the romance of 
fighting in a third-world civil war. But the director’s films, of course, did 
not just play in the United States. With Bitter Tea, Capra’s fantasy of yet 
another civil war, the director hardly counted when it came to determin- 
ing the film’s reception in China, where the film takes place. Rather than 
standing out as different and better, because of Capra’s participation or 
Barbara Stanwyck’s, Bitter Tea, at least to Chinese government officials, be- 
came just another Hollywood film, indistinguishable from many others and 
just as politically insensitive, and therefore undeserving of an international 
release. 
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Chapter Two 
Regulating National Markets: Chinese 


Censorship and The Bitter Tea of General Yen 


fter a series of complaints from the Chinese vice consul in Los Ange- 
les, Frederick Herron wrote an irritated memo to Willys Peck, 
American consul general in Nanking. The Chinese vice consul 
hoped to make changes in the international version of Frank Capra’s 1933 
film The Bitter Tea of General Yen. As a result, Herron, foreign manager 
of the Motion Picture Producers and Distributors Association of America 
(MPPDA), contacted Peck on 31 May 1933. He claimed that if Capra’s stu- 
dio, Columbia Pictures, acquiesced in this case, “this Vice Consul just as 
sure as the sun will rise tomorrow, will ‘go Hollywood’ sooner or later” and 
cause no end of trouble. Insisting that the desire to meddle in movie produc- 
tion—to “go Hollywood” —leveled all national differences, Herron went 
on to say, “I don’t believe the Chinese are any different from any others in 
the world,” and that if Columbia and the MppDa recognized the authority 
of the vice consul, they would simply be “getting ready for a squabble in 
which we will come off second best.” ! 

Herron, a longtime diplomat and friend of Mpppa president Will Hays, 
had been the MppDaA foreign manager for ten years, ever since the movie 
industry trade association had opened a Foreign Department to deal with 
other countries’ complaints about Hollywood movies and economic prac- 
tices.2 During that time, he had gotten used to smoothing over a variety 
of problems relating to Hollywood’s international markets. But the Bitter 
Tea incident tested his mettle and his patience, because it was just the latest 
case in a series of very difficult censorship negotiations with the Chinese 
government. 

By examining Herron’s memo and the more than thirty other State De- 
partment documents about Bitter Tea, all of which are stored in the Na- 
tional Archive in Washington, D.C., we can come to understand what might 


be called an official reception of Capra’s film by Hollywood executives like 
Herron but mostly by bureaucrats in the Chinese and U.S. governments. 
That is, we can combine a cultural diplomatic history of a specific case of 
international business relations with a study of some very particular audi- 
ences. Looking at this form of reception helps us to rethink the narrative of 
American film censorship during the classical period. That narrative would 
have it that the Hollywood film industry weathered a period of government 
censorship, typically from cities and states, that began with the develop- 
ment of the cinema as a commercial enterprise at the end of the nineteenth 
century. In the happy end to the narrative, at least from the standpoint of 
the film companies, this form of censorship was made more or less obso- 
lete in the 1930s by the industry’s adoption of the self-censoring Production 
Code. In fact, however, at least through the 1930s, the industry confronted 
intense government censorship, some of it domestic but most of it from the 
foreign markets on which Hollywood depended for a substantial amount 
of revenue. 

Through the work of Richard Maltby and others we know that Holly- 
wood executives were far less concerned with the domestic regulation of 
representational and narrative practices—censorship—than with the regu- 
lation of trade practices relating to distribution and exhibition.* As a re- 
sult, they were pleased to let public discourse through the 1930s emphasize 
film content rather than such industry practices as block booking and the 
major studios’ ownership of most first-run theaters. Foreign censorship, 
however, posed very serious problems. Governments—and this was pre- 
cisely the case with Bitter Tea—might threaten to prevent Hollywood films 
from even showing in their countries, thereby eliminating all possibility for 
revenue. In spite of this, historians have paid relatively little attention to 
Hollywood’s foreign markets. Ruth Vasey, Kristin Thompson, Ian Jarvie, 
and Thomas J. Saunders have written exemplary studies, but for the most 
part, attention has been devoted to considerations of domestic practices 
and audiences.° 

Based on a popular novel by Grace Zaring Stone, The Bitter Tea of Gen- 
eral Yen “reportedly cost about $1 million,” according to Capra biographer 
Joseph McBride, with Columbia counting on it being the kind of high- 
quality, top-grossing film around which the studio could market its other, 
lesser films.’ As a sign of this high profile Bitter Tea was the first film to 
play at the newly finished Radio City Music Hall, and in part because of 
the novelty of the venue the film had an impressive opening at the box 
office. Nevertheless, overall the film proved to be a financial disappoint- 
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ment for Capra and Columbia, although the reasons for this are difficult 
to pinpoint.” 

The film begins with the “burning of Chapei” in 1931, an event that the 
film situates as part of the Chinese “civil war” rather than as an act of Japa- 
nese aggression.® An American missionary, played by Barbara Stanwyck, 
falls in love with a Chinese warlord, played by white, Swedish actor Nils 
Asther, who kidnaps Stanwyck and eventually commits suicide. American 
audiences possibly had begun to tire of this kind of film, as the studios had 
produced quite a number of movies taking place in China. There is evi- 
dence, as well, that the film may have alienated audiences outside of major 
urban areas. One theater manager, writing in to the Motion Picture Her- 
ald, lamented that this was “not a small town picture,” while another com- 
plained that Bitter Tea was “too deep for a small town.” Barbara Stanwyck 
believed that the film’s failure was due to its interracial romance, and she 
stated that “the women’s clubs came out very strongly against it, because 
the white woman was in love with the yellow man and kissed his hand.” 
It is also possible, of course, that a film coming out in the midst of the 
Depression, along with its winter premier date of 11 January, might have 
resulted in difficulty drawing an audience. Yet another theater manager, 
merging concerns about the Depression with those about audiences outside 
of big cities, complained that, despite the high quality of Bitter Tea, “the 
low wages and restricted income that is rife in the small towns just won’t 
let even good pictures gross what they would in good times.”? 

Such primary sources as these theater manager reports provide wonder- 
ful anecdotal evidence about the interaction between domestic audiences 
and the films they enjoyed or disliked, attended in droves or avoided. With 
recent scholarship, however, a continuing problem in understanding the 
success or failure of any movie has been the tendency of textual critics to 
remove films from the complex systems, both domestic and international, 
that could play a major role in determining audience enthusiasm or dis- 
interest. In perhaps the most thorough contemporary reading of Bitter Tea, 
for example, David Palumbo-Liu suggests that the failure of the film “may 
be attributed in part to the fact that it is unable to establish a stable identifi- 
catory position,” and that the film’s apparent inability to negotiate compli- 
cated racial, gendered, and class-based subject positions also made it un- 
able to “satisfy the moviegoing public in the r930’s.” "° In very basic terms, 
this kind of text-based analysis implies that people who saw the film did 
not like it and, apparently through word of mouth, convinced others to stay 
away. I would suggest, however, that in addition to some of the reasons 
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mentioned above, some of the difficulties of the film came from its foreign 
audiences. More properly, problems arose not so much from those for- 
eign audiences who saw Bitter Tea but rather from those industry officials 
and government censors who attempted quite actively to prevent people 
outside of the United States from seeing it at all. In script form and then 
as a finished film Bitter Tea easily passed muster with the industry’s self- 
censoring Production Code, but it had serious censorship problems in the 
British Commonwealth because of its interracial romance. Further, in the 
case that interests me here, the film apparently never played in China, and 
it faced Chinese lobbying efforts against it in several other countries and 
was removed from at least one other foreign market, Japan." 


Frank Capra, Hollywood Cinema, 
and Chinese Markets 


Within the context of the director’s career, Bitter Tea comes from the end of 
a period that might be called “Capra before Capra.” That is, Capra already 
had become well known, as I show in the next chapter, but with the excep- 
tion perhaps of American Madness (1932) he had not yet begun making the 
films that we think of as quintessential Capra: It Happened One Night, for 
instance, would come out more than a year after Bitter Tea. Interestingly, 
however, for a director known for his “American” themes, Capra made 
more movies about Far Eastern locales than did most other Hollywood di- 
rectors from the period: not only Bitter Tea but also Lost Horizon (1937) and 
the World War II documentaries The Battle of China (1944) and Know Your 
Enemy: Japan (1945). As a product of a major American corporation The 
Bitter Tea of General Yen and, indeed, the struggle between Chinese censors 
on the one hand and Columbia Pictures and the State Department on the 
other, help to explain relationships between the government and business 
and between that business and its global audience. In addition, the fight 
over the film demonstrates the broad efforts on the part of the Chinese gov- 
ernment to control its own domestic commercial sphere and to discipline 
those Western countries seeking to exploit a new, huge market. 

By the time of Bitter Tea, American businessmen had come to consider 
China a significant and expanding market for U.S.-made goods.!* There is, 
as well, anecdotal evidence that the possibility of converting the Chinese 
into consumers of U.S. products had become something of an interest to 
the American public in general. At least two major commercial publish- 
ing houses— Macmillan and Harper and Brothers—issued books about the 
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matter: C. F, Remer’s Foreign Investments in China in 1933, and advertising- 
man Carl Crow’s 400 Million Customers in 1937, the very title of which 
goes directly to the point.!? Crow’s book, with its conversational style and 
amusing illustrations, clearly was marketed for a mass audience, and early 
on the author states, “My work has naturally made my point of view that 
of one who looks on the Chinese as potential customers, to consider what 
articles they may purchase, how these articles should be packed, and what 
advertising methods will be most effective in producing sales.” Crow also 
asserts the importance of movies in his line of work when he writes that his 
firm “induced all the Chinese moving-picture stars to use the toilet soap we 
advertised” and then acquired testimonials from them.'* For Crow, Chi- 
nese stars were more effective salespersons in China than were Hollywood 
celebrities, but the significance of movies in general, as a product them- 
selves and as a means of selling other goods, could not have been lost on 
American businessmen. 

Indeed, the Hollywood movie studios found China a conducive mar- 
ket. Precise figures are difficult to come by, but if American films played 
no more frequently in China in the early 1930s than they had before, they 
were almost certainly generating more concern. In 1931, for example, at the 
fourth conference of the Institute of Pacific Relations, held in Hangchow 
and Shanghai, attendees “urged that a conference round table concern itself 
with the disruptive influence of Western moving pictures upon the morals 
and manners of Oriental peoples.” This influence, however, could only be 
assumed rather than proved, and the round table apparently was called off 
because “it was pointed out that no studies had as yet been made of the 
exact nature or strength of that influence; and that possibly effects were at- 
tributed to it merely because it was the most visible and, indeed, spectacular 
of many forms of foreign influence upon the indigenous culture.” 

While these studies seem not to have been conducted, the American gov- 
ernment became convinced of the centrality of Hollywood motion pictures 
in China and of the necessity of making sure that China remained open to 
American movies. As a result, in August 1932, just a few months before 
the State Department became involved in the Bitter Tea case, Richard P. 
Butrick, a member of the American Consulate in Shanghai, supervised 
the production of a lengthy document titled “The Motion Picture Indus- 
try in China.” !* The document cautioned that, despite Chiang Kai-Shek’s 
emergence as a national leader, “the generally unsettled condition of the 
country, with its numerous bandit-infested provinces, the vast number of 
illiterate Chinese and the very small purchasing power of the masses,” all 
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militated against any expansion of either Chinese or American film inter- 
ests.!” Nevertheless, all of the major Hollywood film companies had branch 
offices in China, with Columbia, which produced Capra’s films, sharing 
one with Paramount.!* The document insisted, furthermore, that sooner or 
later there would be a significant expansion in the number of theaters in 
China, which would “increase the demand for American pictures.” Even if 
Chinese film production itself increased (according to the document, China 
had produced fifteen sound films in the last eighteen months), theaters still 
would need American movies, which in 1932 accounted for 75 percent of 
the footage shown in Chinese theaters.” , 

These theaters stood out as particularly important to American con- 
cerns. At this time, there were about 280 movie theaters in China, and un- 
doubtedly some were owned or managed by U.S.-based companies.”® Even 
more significant for U.S. business, of the 97 Chinese theaters capable of 
showing sound films, 70 had been wired with American equipment. Thus, 
as the number of sound theaters grew, so too would the outlets for Ameri- 
can films as well as the revenues for American companies supplying sound 
equipment.?! 

The highest concentration of these theaters (28 sound and 21 silent) 
was in Shanghai, with other major cities, such as Canton (20 theaters) and 
Tientsin (15 theaters), also having a significant number of venues for see- 
ing movies.” Residents of these cities, and in particular those in Shanghai, 
experienced flourishing film cultures. Along with Chinese films, they saw 
British, French, Italian, and Russian films, but never to the extent that they 
were exposed to American movies, which, in Shanghai and elsewhere in 
China, usually were shown in English accompanied by subtitles.?3 Frederic 
Wakeman, in his study of Shanghai between 1927 and 1937, has pointed out 
that “it is difficult to exaggerate the centrality of the cinema” to that city’s 
mass culture; and that “movie actors and actresses were national celebri- 
ties and popular idols.” As a means of following these performers, over one 
million readers regularly read the illustrated newspaper Dianying huabao 
(“Movies Illustrated”).** Their tastes in movies seem to have been similar 
to those of American audiences, with Butrick’s document extolling the re- 
cent successes of such films as Chaplin’s City Lights and the Eddie Can- 
tor vehicle Whoopee!, along with Ernst Lubitsch’s Love Parade and Lewis 
Milestone’s version of Erich Maria Remarque’s international bestseller, 
All Quiet on the Western Front. The State Department document also re- 
corded the star preferences of these viewers, indicating that they were fans 
of Maurice Chevalier, Laurel and Hardy, Ronald Colman, Jeannette Mac- 
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Donald, Greta Garbo, and Joan Crawford, among others, with Norma 
Shearer occupying a special place by having a “large following among the 
better class Chinese.” ?5 

Of course, not all of China, and not all Chinese officials, welcomed 
Hollywood movies or, more generally, Western goods and services. In 1927 
Chinese Nationalists (the Guomindang) began a ten-year period of con- 
trol marked by almost immediately disaffiliating themselves from the com- 
munists who had fought with them and by attempts to establish a party- 
republic led by Chiang Kai-shek. In trying to carry out the “program of 
national construction” begun by Sun Yat-sen, who had died in 1925, Chiang 
Kai-shek emphasized efforts to limit foreign business and culture and to 
impose Guomindang discipline in Shanghai on the Chinese there as well as 
on foreign nationals.’ Shanghai was then the most significant metropolitan 
area in China as well as the site of perhaps the greatest Western influence 
(the very geography of the city emphasized this influence, as it was divided 
into the International Settlement, the French Concession, and the Chinese 
Municipality). As a result, for the new government the city came to signify 
both the problems and prospects of modernity, and also “the westernized 
world of commerce that now occupied China’s shores.” ?7 

The new regime established a modern police force in Shanghai, which 
sought to crack down on crime and vice. In the latter category came the old 
standbys— gambling (greyhound racing, for instance) and prostitution. But 
entertainment also figured prominently, including cabarets and, occasion- 
ally, movies. More properly, authorities, most notably the Public Security 
Bureau, concerned themselves with movie theaters, which could become 
locations for gambling and prostitution. Attempts to control the cinema as 
an institution, however, also applied to film production and representation. 
Throughout the 1930s, members of the government-approved “New Life 
Movement” worked to purge Communists from the Chinese film indus- 
try (which was centered in Shanghai), while the Guomindang government 
itself, through censors working in Nanking, routinely rejected film scripts 
and shut down fourteen film studios in 1934 and 1935.78 

For Chinese officials, though, and especially for the Chinese censors, 
the American cinema posed a very special problem, with the popularity of 
Hollywood movies standing out as the surest sign of cultural degeneration 
in China.’ As a result, in 1931 the Chinese government passed a national 
film censorship law, mandating that all movies receive clearance from the 
National Board of Film Censors (which also was referred to as the Film 
Censorship Committee) before they could be exhibited in China. The law 
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itself, according to Butrick’s document, seems to have been rather cum- 
bersome, with a complicated series of fines and permits. The Film Cen- 
sorship Committee convened in the capital, Nanking, and all seven of its 
members were political appointees chosen by the Guomindang leadership 
of the Ministries of Education and the Interior. The censorship law gave 
committee members a good deal of interpretive leeway, requiring them to 
reject four kinds of films: those “derogatory to the dignity of the Chinese 
race”; those “injurious to good morals or the public order”; those “tend- 
ing to foster superstition and heresy”; and those “contrary to the Three 
People’s Principles,” which Butrick’s document defined rather obliquely as 
“a complicated code on the political, economic and social development 
of China, 2? 

The committee examined all films including shorts and newsreels, but 
feature-length films naturally received special attention. It is difficult to de- 
termine just how many feature films Hollywood studios submitted to the 
censors, but by 1 July 1932 —a full year after the law took effect—the com- 
mittee had rejected twenty-six American films. Some of these—Lasca of 
the Rio Grande and Boudoir Diplomat, for instance—are unknown today. 
Others, though, are some of the more famous films from the period: for 
example, Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, Dracula, The Unholy Three, and In Old 
Arizona. In addition, An American Tragedy also failed to pass the commit- 
tee, marking just the first of director Josef von Sternberg’s problems with 
the Nanking censors. Most of the banned films, both American and those 
from other countries, failed to receive exhibition permits because the cen- 
sors deemed them to be “derogatory to the dignity of the Chinese race.” 
This meant, typically, that they included Chinese characters who clearly 
conformed to Western racist stereotypes. Even more than banning films, 
however, the Nanking censors sought to cut them in order to remove of- 
fending scenes or lines of dialogue. Butrick, for instance, “believed that at 
least fifty per cent of the films submitted are subject to ‘cuts.’ ”*! 

In setting up its disciplinary practices, the Chinese government did not 
pretend to be starting from scratch or to be inventing something absolutely 
different from systems in other countries. For its police force, for instance, 
China depended on Western and Japanese models of command hierarchies, 
patrol methods, training practices, and weaponry. Particularly in terms of 
policing Shanghai, Chinese officials believed that using such models would 
be the best way to compete with the Western and Japanese domination 
of the city. Similarly, as their model of film censorship China looked to 
the United States. Apparently believing that the U.S. federal government 
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controlled film censorship practices, the Chinese Film Censorship Com- 
mittee in June 1931 contacted Willys Peck, the American consul general in 
Nanking who later would have to deal with Frederick Herron’s complaints 
about the Chinese vice consul in Los Angeles. The committee informed 
Peck that it was anxious to “avail itself of the experience of other coun- 
tries in the censorship of motion pictures,” and that it sought to “collect 
copies of laws, etc. relating to the subject.” A member of the committee 
then asked Peck to get him whatever material he could from the United 
States.3 

Peck related this conversation to the secretary of state, suggesting that 
the State Department might act as a liaison between China and the MppDaA, 
which administered the self-censoring Production Code. Peck added that 
it was his impression that the Chinese were “especially interested in learn- 
ing the methods employed in censoring films in the United States... ona 
national scale and . . . locally, and in learning the principles which govern 
the condemning of films or portions of films as unfit for exhibition.” In the 
name of international relations, Peck suggested that the United States co- 
operate with the Chinese in this request for information.* As a result, the 
United States, besides at least partially controlling world film markets, also 
may have had at least some control over world censorship systems. Rather 
than working to the benefit of Hollywood filmmakers, however, their own 
regulatory system would work, at least in China, to weaken their hold on 
the market. 

This became abundantly clear to at least one State Department employee, 
who composed an apparently anonymous memo on the subject. The memo 
acknowledged the Chinese request for information on American censor- 
ship laws and also, rather mysteriously, for information about state cen- 
sorship regulations in Kansas. While suggesting that the department co- 
operate with the Chinese in providing this information, the memo writer 
warned that “there is a possibility that the Chinese authorities may include 
in their censorship regulations the provisions of the . . . ‘production code’ 
and laws of the state of Kansas which might make very difficult an effective 
protest if such regulations were unreasonably interpreted to the detriment 
of American films.” ?5 In other words, the Chinese may have intended to use 
American-style censorship regulations precisely to censor American films, 
and neither State Department bureaucrats nor Hollywood ofhcials could 
complain too loudly if the MppDa’s own regulations were used against the 
MPPDA’s product. 

Just as in the United States, censorship in China was never universally 
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agreed on or enforced. Even after the institution of the 1931 censorship 
law, there remained some “independent censorship areas,” such as Can- 
ton, Hong Kong, and, in Shanghai, the French Concession and the Interna- 
tional Settlement. In addition, independent groups agitated for better films, 
with the Shanghai American Women’s Club, for instance, printing a bulle- 
tin of “films worth seeing.” For the most part, however, the Film Censor- 
ship Committee exercised by far the most power, and provided the greatest 
irritation for American diplomats and film executives.*® 


Censoring Hollywood Films in China 


The first significant censorship case in China that seems to have come to 
the attention not only of the MpppDa, but also of the State Department, 
concerned the 1930 Howard Hughes production Hell’s Angels. The exact 
grounds of the objection are difficult to determine, but a complaint seems 
to have been lodged by the German Legation in China, probably because 
of the manner in which the film interpreted German participation in World 
War I.3” Honoring this objection, Chinese officials refused to grant the film 
an exhibition permit unless certain changes were made. After some nego- 
tiations between the Film Censorship Committee, the State Department, 
and an American law firm in Shanghai (presumably representing Hughes’s 
interests), some cuts in the film were agreed to, and an exhibition permit 
was granted in June 1932. This event constituted business as usual in rela- 
tions between China and the Hollywood studios; the latter never seemed 
too concerned about making cuts in their films, as long as those films then 
could be exhibited. That is, the film studios concerned themselves with ac- 
cess, and film content became very much a secondary issue. 

On a few occasions, however, access itself came to be threatened, and 
these cases turned into significant diplomatic events, to the extent that this 
was possible in the film business. At about the same time as the amicable 
resolution of the Hell’s Angels case, Beh Chuan Peng, a member of the Film 
Censorship Committee, complained to Willys Peck about Josef von Stern- 
berg’s 1932 film Shanghai Express. Chinese students who had seen the film 
in Germany and the United States had contacted Chinese officials about it, 
with Peng then telling Peck, reasonably enough, that “the plot of the film 
was objectionable, in that it laid great emphasis on Chinese bandits, pros- 
titutes, and other disreputable characters.” He went on to say “that there 
was reason to believe that [the] Japanese had inspired the film... with a 
view to defaming China and thus lowering China in the esteem of Western 
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DEPARTMENT OF STATE 


DIVISION OF FAR EASTERN AFFAIRS 
August 10, 1932. 


: Subject; "The Shanghai Express". 
i. beck: 


& member of the Chinese Censorship ~ 
Burean has asked Mr. Peck to do what he 
could to bring about the suppression of the 
film "The Shanghai Express", The film is 
not now being shown in China, 


Some weeks ago in the course of-a-cail- 

at the Division, Mr. Kung, First Secretary 

-of the Chinese Legation, informed me that 
the Legation had received letters from ————_ 
Chinese in the United States protesting 
against "The Shanghai Express” in that it 
depicted Chine in an unfavorable light. I 
asked him whether he or Dr. Yen, the Chargé, 
had ever seen the film and he replied in ~ 
the negative. I said that I had seen it, 
that while I had not observed it from the 
point of view whether Be wags anything in 
it which would be objeStionable to the 
Chinese, I had enjoyed the film as an 
sdventure story. I said that it was 
inacourate in some details but that I had- 
found it pleasant and diverting. I & 

_ suggested that Mr. Kung or Dr. Yen endeavor 
to see the picture-at.some convenient time. 


q Goneie with ies Mackay’s view thet A Department of State report on 


i“ the problem of Shanghai Express 


in China. (National Archives) 


nations.” Paramount, the company that produced Shanghai Express, appar- 
ently had decided not even to try to exhibit the film in China, probably 
for some of the reasons Peng mentioned. But Peng asked that the film be 
destroyed, and thereby removed from all non-U.S. markets.** 

Peck argued with him, and their debate set the ground rules for the Bitter 
Tea case one year later. In addition, it established the inability of American 
and Chinese bureaucrats even to use the same terms in their discussions. 
Peng stressed representational issues—the depiction of the Chinese as ban- 
dits and prostitutes. Peck, in his rebuttal, asserted narrative concerns, tell- 
ing Peng that “in every exciting plot there must be a conflict, and that the 
usual conflict was between good and evil.” He continued by stating, “To 
eliminate all bad characters from a movie film would, therefore, destroy 
the plot of most exciting films,” and that the Chinese should not “feel over 
sensitive if the bad characters in a film were occasionally Chinese, just as 
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they often were Americans and persons of other nationalities.” *? Peck’s ar- 
gument failed to persuade the Film Censorship Committee, and Paramount 
hardly felt compelled to withdraw Shanghai Express from the international 
film marketplace. 

To get Paramount’s attention, however, the committee “passed a resolu- 
tion barring all Paramount films from exhibition in China unless all copies 
of Shanghai Express throughout the world were destroyed.” In other words, 
the entire output of the studio would be barred, a situation that Para- 
mount’s Chinese representative called an “emergency.” Paramount finally 
consented to a token (and soon discontinued) effort to remove prints from 
international circulation. In response, the committee agreed to censor Para- 
mount films once again, thereby clearing them for exhibition in China. The 
studio also produced an apology and a promise, which it sent on to the 
committee: “In producing Shanghai Express, Paramount had not the slight- 
est intention to disparage the Chinese people and it regrets that the film has 
been so interpreted. It is the desire and intention of Paramount to refrain 
from producing any film which may be regarded as injurious to the dignity 
of the Chinese people.” *° 

Despite having brokered the settlement, the State Department seems to 
have been convinced that the problem had more to do with intransigent 
Chinese attitudes than with reasonable differences between the American 
film industry and a foreign government. In writing to the secretary of state 
about the affair, Peck adopted a position of distanced academic interest, 
saying that the Shanghai Express incident “throws . . . light on modern Chi- 
nese official psychology.” He then insisted that the case provided “an illus- 
tration of the mental attitude which the younger generation of Chinese offi- 
cials takes toward international relations,” an attitude that “may overlook 
forms of procedure and may display an inherited arrogance,” while also ex- 
hibiting “hypersensitiveness to real or imagined insult and oppression.” *! 
Thus the modern Chinese state of rationalized, Western systems of disci- 
pline was being undone by unstable and irrational Chinese bureaucrats. 


The Case of The Bitter Tea of General Yen 


Despite what he called the “mechanical and artistic excellence” of Bitter 
Tea, J. B. Albeck, Columbia Picture’s Far Eastern representative, “decided 
on no account to show it in China, because of the various difficulties which 
had arisen.” He was referring here, of course, to the problems experi- 
enced by Shanghai Express, and also to the complaints that Capra’s film 
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already had generated in other foreign markets. Objections to the film came 
to China from Cuba, Batavia, Java, Sumatra, Chicago, and—the site of the 
most troublesome comments—Los Angeles, from consul members rather 
than from students, as in the case of Shanghai Express. In Havana, for in- 
stance, the Chinese consul general had managed to have about a thousand 
feet of film eliminated from Bitter Tea, while the consul general in Chicago 
lobbied to have “eliminated some sixty-three words of dialogue which . . . 
[he] considered insulting to China.” 

The Los Angeles vice consul remained, however, the most intractable of 
the critics. He had apparently been sent to Los Angeles specifically “to look 
after films,” with Herron complaining in his memo to Peck that the vice 
consul had become “pugilistically inclined in his obstreperous approach to 
the studios,” and that “his idea is to demand that he be allowed to do this, 
that and the other.” Herron added that “this attitude, of course, has not 
been conducive to good relations and it has irritated every one of our people 
naturally.” Herron complained that if the MpPDaA gave in to the vice consul 
in the case of Bitter Tea and other films about China, then the organization 
would have to give in to representatives from all over the world. “The first 
thing we would know,” Herron concluded rather ominously, “our industry 
would be run by a lot of foreign representatives.” “4 

Just as the Chinese censorship apparatus somewhat mirrored Holly- 
wood’s Production Code, industry representative Herron, here registered 
a complaint about foreign influence in the studios that, typically, had been 
lodged against the industry itself. Throughout the 1920s and early 1930s, 
industry critics frequently associated the “salaciousness” of Hollywood 
films precisely with the influence of foreigners—namely the Eastern Euro- 
pean Jews who ran several studios. As Richard Maltby has pointed out, 
demands for censorship often came to be “couched in moralistic terms and 
under the anti-Semitic expectation that a Jewish-dominated industry had 
to be intimidated into decency.”*° For Herron, however, the problem had 
nothing to do with the perceived foreignness of any of Hollywood’s execu- 
tives but rather with staving off constant foreign pressure for influence. This 
pressure came from foreign governments and, according to Herron, acced- 
ing to it finally would lead to an industry run not by the Louis B. Mayers, 
Harry Cohns, and Samuel Goldwyns whose own Americanism so often was 
called into question by U.S.-based critics, but by a hodgepodge of bureau- 
crats of varying nationalities, speaking various languages, and representing 
vastly different global interests. 

This was bold talk from Herron. The development of sound film had 
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made the censorship of international prints of Hollywood films more difh- 
cult. Silent films usually only needed to have a title card reworded, but the 
state of recording and editing technology made the elimination of lines of 
dialogue more difficult, and also affected the continuity of scenes. Never- 
theless, as Ruth Vasey has pointed out, the Hollywood studios, at least from 
the end of World War I, typically “adapted [films] for release in overseas 
markets wherever their poteritial revenue outweighed the cost of modi- 
fying, distributing, and advertising them.”** In addition, the studios fre- 
quently sought the advice of consular representatives and other foreign offi- 
cials in the planning of films with foreign locales or themes.*” Regardless 
of Herron’s feelings about the Chinese vice consul, this tendency toward 
accommodation, when it came to film content, even applied to the case of 
Bitter Tea. 

The Los Angeles vice consul wrote to the Film Censorship Committee 
that Capra’s film “contained situations and dialogues reflecting discredit 
on the Chinese race.” To emphasize the point, the committee itself decided 
not to examine any further Columbia films, thereby keeping them from 
playing in China.** An alarmed Columbia representative wrote that, as a 
result, the studio might have to refund $60,000 to Chinese theaters that 
had already contracted to show the films that would be denied entry. As a 
sign of the continuing expansion of American film interests in China, the 
studio also had plans to open a branch office in Shanghai in early 1934, 
and so hoped not to alienate the Chinese government. Columbia, therefore, 
quickly volunteered to cut the offensive scenes and to apologize to the Chi- 
nese vice consul in Los Angeles, and then requested that the censors once 
again begin considering Columbia’s motion pictures.* 

The exact nature of the vice consul’s objections remain somewhat ob- 
scure. One memo from J. B. Albeck, Columbia’s representative, claimed 
that they amounted to only “eight sentences.”°° Yet another document, this 
one a State Department dispatch that quoted rather roughly from the film, 
detailed something less than two hundred words. According to this docu- 
ment, for example, the vice consul complained when in the first reel a mis- 
sionary exclaims, “Rain and Fire! What a country! I pity him who devotes 
himself to China.” The vice consul further objected to the same character 
complaining that some Chinese peasants, whom he had attempted to con- 
vert, were nothing but a bunch of “highway robbers,” and that they were 
interested in the story of Christ only to the extent that it inspired them to 
crucify members of a desert caravan. In the sixth reel, the problem became 
an American arms merchant who claims, with pride, “In the business of 
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raising dough I am a match for any Chinese.” All things considered, how- 
ever, the number of changes was relatively small for Columbia, and the 
studio readily agreed to the cuts.°! 

Of course, neither diplomatic nor business relations ever run so 
smoothly. The vice consul could not speak officially for the Chinese cen- 
sors, and for them the cuts were not enough. Taking the complaints about 
the film very seriously, and invoking the precedent they set with Shanghai 
Express, the censors informed Albeck that they would “refuse to censor any 
further films brought to China by Columbia Pictures . . . until that firm had 
agreed to withdraw Bitter Tea of General Yen from circulation throughout 
the world.” *? Just as they had with Shanghai Express, the Film Censorship 
Committee insisted that access to the Chinese market for an entire body 
of films from one studio depended on the censors being able to control the 
international distribution of any individual film from the same studio. This 
was not lost on the various U.S. government officials and film industry rep- 
resentatives who weighed in on the incident, as they typically commented 
that the case of Bitter Tea served to continue the policy established with 
Shanghai Express.*? 

Compounding this very significant problem, but also somewhat sepa- 
rate from it, were the complaints that still came in from those areas where 
Columbia claimed that prints of the film already had been altered. The 
studio insisted that it had shown a reedited version to the Chinese censors 
and, for good measure, to those in Batavia. Nevertheless, Chinese consular 
officials insisted that the offending footage remained in Batavian prints, and 
also in those showing in Java and Sumatra. Similarly, in Cuba, although 
the reedited film had been shown in Havana, a complete original print cir- 
culated in other locales (resulting in a fine being levied by the Cuban au- 
thorities against “the persons responsible”).** 

These conflicts over the prints of Bitter Tea demonstrate some of the 
significant problems with global film markets and the attempts to regu- 
late them. Just as censorship in China might vary between regions (for in- 
stance, the separate censorship committee in Shanghai, discussed above), 
so too might communications from a country’s government officials vary 
considerably, even to the point of contradiction. Columbia apparently felt 
that, by acting on the Chinese vice consul’s requests for a reedited ver- 
sion of the film, the studio would appease the censors in Nanking as well. 
Instead, the censors lobbied for the film’s complete withdrawal from the 
global market. In addition, if it is to be believed that Columbia really did 
delete several passages from the film, the studio itself apparently could 
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not assure that those new versions actually would be exhibited, or that, in 
the case of the Havana version, a print tailored for one Cuban city would 
necessarily be exhibited in another. Even though the Hollywood studios 
made a limited number of prints and attempted to control their distribu- 
tion fairly vigorously, the documents on Bitter Tea indicate that different 
versions might well have circulated regardless of studio efforts.°* Further, 
as Albeck pointed out in Columbia’s defense, in some markets the studio 
sold its films outright rather than renting them, thereby losing any of its 
ability to enforce cuts and, as a result, its labels to placate some of the 
demands of foreign censorship.*¢ 

The studio also maintained a somewhat loose relationship with its for- 
eign distributors. Charles Roberts, assistant foreign manager for Colum- 
bia, wrote to Albeck, the studio’s Far Eastern representative, about the 
problems of Bitter Tea in the Dutch East Indies. Columbia had never fa- 
vored exhibiting the film there precisely because of the possibility of pro- 
test, but the studio’s distributor in the Dutch East Indies and adjoining ter- 
ritories had insisted on placing the film in the theaters under his purview. 
He seems to have come to regret this decision, apparently because of Chi- 
nese consular objections, but Columbia wanted to wash its hands of him 
and his problems. “If we are successful in these arrangements we will take 
Mr. Samuel’s print away from him and he will be rid of all his worries,” 
Roberts wrote, but added that “if we are not successful . . . we must leave it 
up to him to get the situation straightened out.” Roberts then insisted that 
the distributor had acted alone, because the studio “never favored the ship- 
ment of this picture to the Dutch East Indies,” and gave in only because of 
the distributor’s “insistence.” Thus, the global distribution system seems to 
have been a diffuse one, initially coordinated by the studio’s foreign office, 
but then very much left in the hands of individual territorial distributors 
with the power to act on their own.*” 

When it did play in these foreign territories Bitter Tea faced Chinese 
lobbying efforts designed to keep people away. In the Dutch East Indies, 
Batavia, Singapore, Manila, and Calcutta, Chinese consular officials ad- 
vised Chinese citizens “not to patronize the film in question.” The exact na- 
ture of this consular advice remains unclear, but it was apparently effective 
enough, according to Willys Peck, to have “resulted in loss to the Ameri- 
can firm.” Peck, the State Department official, urged China’s Foreign Office 
to contact their consulates and tell them that Bitter Tea indeed had been 
amended according to consular recommendations, and that the reedited 
film had been screened for the National Board of Film Censors in Nan- 
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king.°* However, indicating the confusion caused by the case, which may 
have been either willful or accidental, the Foreign Office, after contacting 
the National Board for instructions, “was told that the Board knew noth- 
ing about the merits of the film.” As a result, “the Foreign Office . . . ex- 
presed its inability to take the action requested” by Peck.5? Here, then, a 
kind of extragovernmental form of censorship—that is, one organized by 
individual diplomatic officials rather than the National Board of Film Cen- 
sors, but nevertheless receiving the board’s tacit approval—seems to have 
had an impact on the foreign revenues of Capra’s film. 

The continuing inability to reach an agreement by Columbia and the 
State Department on the one hand, and the Chinese government on the 
other, led to some fascinating discussions by all parties to justify their posi- 
tions, justifications that point out certain governmental and corporate no- 
tions of reception and also of national difference. Both Columbia and the 
State Department invoked a sort of global reception practice to make the 
film seem harmless to the Chinese. Albeck, the studio’s Far Eastern repre- 
sentative, argued that the film “portrayed the Chinese in a favorable light, 
since a Chinese bandit general was depicted as a hero.” He used, as proof 
of his interpretation, the advice of Columbia’s Japanese distributor, who 
recommended against showing the film in Japan, China’s longtime enemy, 
precisely because of the sympathetic depiction of General Yen.® In a sub- 
sequent memo to the Film Censorship Committee, Albeck insisted that this 
representation constituted absolute proof of the film’s fitness: “The fact 
that Columbia’s buyer in Japan has objected to take delivery of this pic- 
ture, because it shows a Chinese General as a hero and in general gives a 
friendly picturization of Chinese,” Albeck wrote, “will convince you, that 
the picture in general can not be considered offensive to [the] Chinese.” *! 

Again and again, Columbia and the State Department brought up the 
Japanese in order to make the film acceptable to Chinese officials. Willys 
Peck, for example, engaged in a lengthy debate with Chaucer Wu of the 
Chinese Foreign Office about the fitness of Bitter Tea, and about Wu’s ob- 
jections to the anti-Chinese dialogue in the film. Peck, reprising his logic in 
the Shanghai Express case, wrote that “I called his attention to the fact... 
that every country has its enemies and to represent such enemies in a play 
as praising the country in question would be ridiculous.” He went on to say 
that “to reduce the matter to its simplest elements, I observed that every 
Japanese in a motion picture play, if he were to meet the view of the Chi- 
nese, must be represented as finding no fault whatever in China.” In other 
words, the imperatives of the dramatic form made it impossible not to in- 
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sult China in the film; disregarding this logic would lead to films in which 
even Japanese characters would be forbidden to criticize China. Peck seems 
to have felt quite satisfied with this lesson in film appreciation, narrative 
construction, and character motivation, and noted that “Mr. Wu admitted 
the force of this contention.” 

To underscore the point that the film should be acceptable to the Chi- 
nese, both Peck and Albeck shifted from narrative to ideological grounds. 
In a discussion with Peck, Albeck claimed that, if nothing else, the “one 
feature of the film that ought to please the Chinese was the denunciation 
of American missionaries by the Chinese general-” Peck then used this in- 
terpretation to turn the Chinese censors’ argument around by insisting that 
“he did not think it would be a good idea to show such a film in China, 
because it would be harmful to American missionary interests, which con- 
stituted a very important American interest in China.” © That is, Peck inter- 
preted Capra’s film (which he admitted he had not seen) as being critical of 
an American religious movement with global aspirations. As a result, Bit- 
ter Tea, if shown either in China or in territories with large Chinese popula- 
tions, would act only to bolster the new Chinese regime’s anti-Westernism. 
By this logic, the Chinese censors should have welcomed the film, and the 
Chinese consular officials should have urged Chinese nationals to see it. 

Practically missing, of course, from these rather thorough readings of 
the film is any mention of the romance between the white American mis- 
sionary and the Chinese general. Indeed, in Peck’s comments and those of 
others interested in the case, the relationship can only be hinted at, and 
then without any judgments being made, or made only obliquely. Neither 
the Film Censorship Committee nor the various vice consuls seem to have 
had any problem with this aspect of the film. All of the requests for dia- 
logue cuts, for instance, concerned descriptions of China or the Chinese. 
In at least one of China’s “independent censorship areas,” however, the 
love story may have constituted grounds for banning the film. In Shanghai, 
censorship regulations clearly reflected the ongoing colonial status of the 
city, and the attempt of Westerners to maintain power and authority in part 
by controlling motion pictures. In that city’s International Settlement, cen- 
sors banned films that “prominently” featured “the color question,” and 
also those that were “calculated directly to lower the moral prestige of 
women (especially white women).”°® American officials, however, seem to 
have positioned themselves somewhere between the Chinese censors and 
those in Shanghai—that is, able to acknowledge the romance as an issue, 
but unable to state precisely just what kind of issue it may have been. 
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In his conversation with Peck, Albeck mentioned that “the Chinese gen- 
eral was represented as falling in love with the American heroine, but as 
deporting himself in an unexceptionable way.” Thus, Yen’s gentlemanli- 
ness—that which the film clearly posits as his European manners—seems, 
for Albeck, to exempt the film from any exploitation of “the color ques- 
tion.” The memo then either recounts the same conversation again, or in- 
dicates that Peck wanted to clarify further the nature of the love story: 
“Mr. Peck inquired whether the American heroine was represented as fall- 
ing in love with the Chinese general, and Mr. Albeck said that this phase 
was touched on very lightly.”** The men then moved quickly to their very 
assured discussion of the film’s antimissionary zeal. The romance, then, be- 
came something of a structuring absence in the official American discourse 
about the film. It could be mentioned but without any certainty as to what 
it might signify in terms of international censorship, and then it was to be 
quickly dismissed. The romance seems, potentially, to have posed problems 
for both Peck and Albeck, but they were unable to place it within the nar- 
rative of the negotiations between the Chinese censors, the Department of 
State, and Columbia.®” 

Chinese officials, rather than countering with their own interpretive 
strategies, instead invoked a desire for efficient, rational international re- 
lations. During his own discussion with Peck, Chaucer Wu of the Chinese 
Foreign Office “observed that the Chinese Government is often in receipt 
of requests from different nationalities asking that motion picture films ob- 
jectionable to them be suppressed, action which the Chinese Government 
sometimes takes in the interest of the international good relations.” * Thus, 
for the Chinese, the request to suppress, from one friendly government to 
another, should suffice. The Americans countered this assertion of Chinese 
diplomatic gentlemanliness with their own version of national, governmen- 
tal superiority, based on film reception. Albeck, in his memo to An Shih 
Ju of the Film Censorship Committee wrote that “you will be aware, that 
American films often picturize Americans as all kinds of crooks and mur- 
derers and in this particular film the Chinese General Yen is making some 
very insulting remarks about American missionaries.” He then added that 
all of this took place “without the American Government having raised any 
objections.” © Thus while Peck, in his debate with Wu, tried to give a les- 
son in film appreciation, Albeck simply insisted that American authorities 
had a far more reasonable attitude about representational issues. 

Peck himself seems to have come around to Albeck’s point of view. After 
several months of discussions with the Chinese, Peck felt that there was 
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little left that the government could do, and he suggested that Columbia’s 
home office in New York take up the negotiations. He lamented that the 
censors in “Nanking are genuinely sympathetic with the efforts of Chinese 
abroad to put an end to what they all consider are insulting references to 
Chinese in motion picture films.” Peck further complained that “the Chi- 
nese are unreasonable in these matters,” and then invoked his argument 
from the Shanghai Express case that the Chinese, simply, were different 
from Americans. Rather than insisting on a kind of modernized, bureau- 
cratic arrogance primarily afflicting younger Chinese, as he had in his deal- 
ings with von Sternberg’s film, Peck this time claimed that the censors’ 
objections to American representational practices were simply “matters of 
sentiment,” and that in the case of Bitter Tea “logic,” on the part of the 
Chinese, “does not seem to count for very much.””° 

Despite Peck’s problems with the Chinese censors, however, the State 
Department finally found itself limited in its ability to formulate criticism 
of Chinese censorship policy. Overall, officials could find no fault with 
Chinese national practice but rather only with Chinese attempts to ma- 
nipulate the world market for American films. Acting Secretary of State 
William Phillips weighed in on the matter, restating the United States’s offi- 
cial policy of and support for self-determining national markets. Accord- 
ing to Phillips, the United States “does not question the right of any gov- 
ernment to prevent within that government’s jurisdiction the exhibition of 
any motion picture which it may regard as contrary to its interests.” In- 
deed, Phillips, who seems to have been the highest-ranking official to offer 
an opinion in the case, went so far as to assert the possibility of aligning 
the United States with Chinese efforts to ban all of a studio’s product— 
as had been threatened with both Paramount and Columbia— pending the 
removal from international distribution of a single film. The Assistant Sec- 
retary of State wrote that the government would not “be disposed to object 
if permission to exhibit pictures of any particular company were made con- 
ditional on the suppression” of a specific film. In making this statement of 
policy, Phillips proposed a theory of the absolute readability of any film 
and of the possibility of scientific certainty about the meaning of a movie. 
A foreign government could only be justified in making demands similar 
to China’s when, “following a dispassionate and unbiased study thereof, 
[a film] is found to contain features which vilify or hold up to ridicule the 
people or government of a friendly power or which are likely to affect ad- 
versely international relations.” 7! 


The government therefore acknowledged the disruptive potential of mo- 


70 REGARDING FRANK CAPRA 


tion pictures in the global market, and also established limits as to how 
much it would assist any American business enterprise. Nevertheless, Phil- 
lips established an extremely difficult standard for any foreign government 
to meet in the assessment of film content. “Such extreme measures on the 
part of any government, however,” Phillips wrote, “would be warranted 
only when there could be no reasonable doubt as to the seriously objec- 
tionable character of the picture and when the picture could not be revised 
so as to remove its objectionable elements, or when the producer refused 
to make such a revision.” Columbia, of course, had passed this test, and 
so by Phillips’s calculation they could count on at least some government 
support. 

As a further sign of the government’s willingness to help, and as an indi- 
cation of the compatibility between national and business interests, Phillips 
insisted on the United States’s right to protect commercial access to what 
might be considered “neutral” territories. In response to China’s demand 
that Bitter Tea be removed from the global market, Phillips insisted that 
“this government could not admit the right of any government to demand 
the suppression of an American picture outside the jurisdiction of the gov- 
ernment making the demand, and any attempt to coerce American pro- 
ducers by unreasonable demands should be firmly opposed.” ”? Almost cer- 
tainly, Phillips stressed Chinese jurisdiction over its own markets in order 
to justify the same for the United States. For the movie business, with re- 
gard to the United States, this meant access to most of the world. 

These, then, were the two battles being fought between Columbia and 
the State Department on one side, and the Chinese government on the 
other: the first, determining national rights in domestic markets and inter- 
national ones, and the second, determining control of representational 
practice and interpretation. In terms of the latter, the State Department and 
Columbia argued for logical, “dispassionate” systems of reception. Japa- 
nese disapproval must lead to Chinese approval, and the critique of Ameri- 
can missionaries in the film must soften any of the movie’s criticism of the 
Chinese. The Chinese censors and consular officials were no less rigorous 
and narrow, despite the State Department’s claim of their sentimentality. 
They argued, simultaneously, to ban the film and to delete sections of dia- 
logue, with Columbia gladly agreeing to make the proposed cuts. 

The Chinese government also seems to have proposed the most accept- 
able solution to the problem of the film, and in such a way that would make 
Bitter Tea readable, finally, as a kind of literary fantasy, with all of the dis- 
claimers usually associated with Western historical novels. Chaucer Wu of 
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the Chinese Foreign Office, who had had to submit to Willys Peck’s lectures 
on film appreciation, alerted Peck that “the Foreign Office had devised a 
means to meet the needs of the situation.” Wu proposed that Columbia add 
a prologue to the beginning of the international prints of Bitter Tea, one 
that would read: “The picture represents a mere literary fancy devised by 
its author, and it does not in any way pretend to depict actual conditions in 
the real life of China. Its settirig is introduced merely to promote the story 
of the sentimental conflicts of two civilizations symbolized by a Chinese 
warrior and an American girl.”’* Wu wanted to create a reception context, 
through the prologue, in which the film must be read as allegory, or only 
as melodrama, rather than as faithfully reproducing current events. In the 
battle over the reception of the film, and over the representation of Chinese 
events, Wu and the other Chinese officials wanted a final version of Bitter 
Tea that emphasized the sentimental narrative and not the political one. 

Peck liked the idea, calling it “ingenious,” and also appreciated its liter- 
ary quality, likening it to the prologues that preceded so many novels about 
“contemporary politics” and that denied the likeness of any characters to 
persons living or dead.”> He passed the idea on to Albeck, who forwarded 
it to the Columbia home office, “asking them to get such [a] ‘prologue’ pre- 
pared for insertion in all the prints.” Albeck added that he hoped this move 
would “clear up any misunderstandings which may exist with regard to 
this picture.” Columbia apparently viewed this as the most practical solu- 
tion, and although cautioning Peck that preparing prologues for all prints 
worldwide might take awhile, decided to implement Wu’s idea. The studio 
further asked Peck to issue an apology, on its behalf, to the Chinese. Ex- 
pressing its “desire to continue to do business in China,” the studio asked 
Peck to “point out to the Chinese authorities that Columbia is doing every- 
thing possible to avoid in . . . future productions any scenes or dialogues 
which may be considered offensive to the Chinese.” 

This seems to have solved the Bitter Tea crisis, and in somewhat the 
same way that Paramount brought closure to the case of Shanghai Express: 
through a formal apology and an assurance that the studio would not allow 
the situation to happen again. Columbia issued the apology and began in- 
serting prologues in December 1933, and the next month the State Depart- 
ment closed its file on the case.”’ It is difficult to determine how many prints 
with prologues actually played throughout the world and also the expedi- 
ency with which the Chinese censors once again began reviewing Colum- 
bia’s films. In a struggle over the international film market, however, the 
Chinese government appears to have won the battle over the final cut of 
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COLUMBIA PICTURES 
DISTRIBUTING OO. INC. 
729 Seven Avenue Wew York City 


Cable Address: Albeok, Yohohama. 
6-B Bluff, Yokohama. 


“December 12th, 1933. 


Mr. Willya R. Peok 

Counselor of Legation, .. 

Legation of the United States of America, 
NANKING. 


oir, 


Re: THE BITTER TEA OF GENERAL YEN. 


In receipt of your letter of December lst, I greatly 
appreciate all your efforts in this matter and thank you 
for passing on to me the suggestion of the Nanking Foreign 
Office regarding the insertion of a “prologue™ in this 
picture. 


I have forwarded copy of your letter to my home office, 
recomending them to get such prologue inserted in thia 
film and hope that they will camply with this request 
but considerable time will, of-ocourse, elapse before tnis 
prologue is prepared and reaches distributors all over the 
world. 


‘In order to keep you fully advised of all developments 
io this matter, I hand you herewith enclose scopy of letter 
from Fume Films Ltd., Shanghai, dated November 88th to- 
gether with a copy of a brief translation of Notice #175 
of tovember 24th from the Nanking Board of Censors to said 
firm. Furthermore, I enclose a copy of leteer from my home 
office dated Cotober 10th, together with a eopy of their 
letter to Kir. Kiang, Chinese Consul at Los ingeles, dated 
October 6th and also copy of my today's letter to Puma 
Films Ltd., Shanghai. 


4s Pume Films itd., Shanghai, will still have a 
considerable number of films to censor in the near future 
and as it is, of-course, Columbia’s desire to continue to 
do business in China, I hope that you, when opportunity 
offers, will point out to the Chinese authorities that 
Columbia is doing everything possible to avoid in the 
future productions eny scenes or dialogues which may be 
considered offensive to the Chinese. 


Thanking you for your kind attention to this matter. 


Respectfully yours 

Columbia Pictures Distributing bo. Ine. 
Representative for the Yar ast 
(Signed) Johs. Albeok 


a 4 Johs. Albdeek. 


Letter from Columbia’s representative for the Far East, to the 
American Legation in China, about the addition of a prologue 
to The Bitter Tea of General Yen that might make the film ac- 


ceptable to Chinese authorities. (National Archives) 


Bitter Tea, thereby amply demonstrating that even as late as the 1930s a 
studio’s control over its own product was never as absolute as perhaps has 
been perceived. 


The Case of The Bitter Tea of General Yen 
and Film History 


The incidents surrounding Bitter Tea might provide a way to rethink the 
manner in which audiences understood the films they saw, as well as the 
logic on the part of studio executives that went into production decisions. 
First, and most narrowly, we can start to imagine an international reception 
context in which Josef von Sternberg, the director of Shanghai Express, and 
Capra, the director of Bitter Tea, might be placed together as filmmakers. 
Such a pairing makes little sense in terms of most modern auteurist prac- 
tices, with Sternberg the director of European and orientalist exotica, and 
Capra the purveyer par excellence of homespun Americana. But their films 
about China were interpreted and dealt with in almost identical ways by 
the Chinese censors. More broadly, scholars might also be able to chart in 
increasingly complex terms the development of genres. Although more re- 
search is necessary to be sure of this point, Hollywood studios apparently 
slowed down their production of films about China in the late 1930s. The 
lavish version of The Good Earth by MGM in 1937, may well have been one 
of the final movies in the cycle, while in terms of international diplomacy 
such films as Oil for the Lamps of China (1935) and The General Died at 
Dawn (1936) seem to have been among the last of the American movies to 
raise the ire of Chinese censors in the manner of Shanghai Express and Bit- 
ter Tea.’* This lessening of interest on the part of producers may have had 
to do with a small cycle of films running its course with the American audi- 
ence, or with a shift toward movies related to World War II, or with an 
inability to find the dramatic interest, for domestic viewers at least, in the 
Sino-Japanese war that began in 1937. But the end of the cycle of films about 
China also may have been influenced quite significantly by the headache of 
dealing with Chinese censorship. 

Understanding the issues of international censorship also helps us to 
understand, or at least to extend the possibilities for understanding, the 
success or failure of a film at the box office. Bitter Tea has been labeled a 
failure, with some justification. There may well have been reasons for this 
in the domestic market, but the imposition of foreign censorship restric- 
tions, the threat of such restrictions, lobbying efforts by foreign officials, 
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and the unavailability of certain markets also may help to explain the per- 
formance of Bitter Tea. China itself counted for a relatively small percentage 
of foreign income for Hollywood studios, but the Chinese censors’ ability 
to slow down the distribution of Capra’s film throughout the world (by 
insisting on cuts and on adding a prologue), along with consular efforts 
to keep audiences away in Cuba and other territories and Columbia’s in- 
ability to show the film in Japan, certainly could not have helped the film’s 
financial prospects.” 

Most significant here is that the case of Bitter Tea demonstrates, at least 
in the 1930s, that individual Hollywood films did not take shape solely from 
discussions between the studios and the Hays Office or from debates be- 
tween the MPPDA and American censors in various states and localities. 
Instead, these films also were the product of negotiations between studio 
officials, the federal government, and foreign governments. The global mar- 
ket and the international audience also become more complex in light of 
the documents on Bitter Tea. The American film industry may have con- 
trolled the world market, but the Hollywood studios simply could not im- 
pose their will on foreign theaters and viewers. Indeed, the studios might 
willingly avoid sections of the international audience (Columbia never in- 
tended to exhibit Bitter Tea in China), might approach other sections of it 
only unwillingly (as in the case of the Dutch East Indies), or might have 
been kept away from some audiences as a result of a rather diffuse chain of 
command (the Columbia distributor who decided not to show Bitter Tea in 
Japan). And often, unless the studios acquiesced to their demands, foreign 
censors could threaten to ban a film company’s entire output. This is not 
to discount Hollywood hegemony but instead to call for a more nuanced 
understanding of the place of American movies in the world. By explicat- 
ing the complex relation of Hollywood to the international market we can 
understand the connections between American film corporations and the 
American government, and also the relationships between governments— 
in this case the United States and China—that finally helped to determine 
Hollywood representational practices. 
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Chapter Three 


Film Education and Quality Entertainment 


for Children and Adolescents 


n 8 May 1934 Nelle J. Brown, a high school student in Kannapo- 

lis, North Carolina, wrote a brief thank-you note to Fred Powell, 

business secretary of the local ymca. The ymca doubled as a 
movie theater in Kannapolis, and on 4 May Powell had coordinated a free 
screening for area high school students of Frank Capra’s then-latest film, 
It Happened One Night. In her letter, Brown told Powell that she and the 
other students were “very appreciative” of the “kind invitation” to see the 
film. She included, as well, her own brief review of the movie that starred 
Claudette Colbert as a runaway heiress and Clark Gable as the down-on- 
his-luck reporter who finds her, travels with her, and finally marries her. 
“The picture,” Brown said, “to my estimation, was just as good as they 
ever get,” and then added that “the moral part of the story was great.”! 
Brown could speak with some authority on this issue because at the time 
of the screening her English class had been studying film appreciation. In 
fact, the other students in the class also wrote to Powell about the screen- 
ing and, similarly, mixed their thanks with their opinions about the film. 
Along with his own commendation of It Happened One Night (“I think it is 
one of the best pictures that has come out of Hollywood in many years”), 
Powell sent the students’ letters on to Capra, who deposited them with the 
rest of his papers at Wesleyan University.” 

The Kannapolis high school class that wrote to Powell was a small one. 
Only twelve students sent notes to the YMCA in what was almost certainly 
a class assignment (all of the letters were handwritten on standard issue, 
three-hole, lined paper and were composed on either the first or second 
school day — Monday or Tuesday—after the Friday screening). Neverthe- 
less, they tell us something of the uses of Capra’s films in schools during the 


1930s and as part of what Lea Jacobs has called the film education move- 
ment.* We also can understand from these letters how Capra’s films con- 
tributed to a discourse about quality entertainment suitable for children 
and adolescents. This discourse, although never a monolithic one in rela- 
tion to Capra’s films from the period, can be traced through student and 
teacher responses to the movies they saw, and the pronouncements of par- 
ents’ groups, as well as the content of school textbooks, educational peri- 
odicals, film industry trade journals, and National Board of Review docu- 
ments. These sources point out many of the tensions between a variety of 
the institutions involved either centrally or tangentially with motion pic- 
tures, most notably the film business and the educational system. Perhaps 
more than any other films (with the possible exception of those of Cecil B. 
DeMille and Walt Disney), Capra’s movies, and in particular The Bitter Tea 
of General Yen (1933), It Happened One Night (1934), Mr. Deeds Goes to 
Town (1936), Lost Horizon (1937), and You Can’t Take It with You (1938), 
entered directly into the era’s discussions about Hollywood and the moral, 
intellectual, and emotional uplift of the child and adolescent audiences in 
the 1930s. 

These audiences have only recently been rediscovered, theorized, and 
historicized by film scholars, chiefly by Lea Jacobs and Richard deCordova. 
Jacobs, for example, has examined some of the film appreciation manu- 
als used in classrooms during the 1930s, and also the one-reel excerpts 
from Hollywood films that were prepared by Teaching Film Custodians 
in cooperation with the major movie studios. These shorts were designed 
for classroom use, and typically to teach lessons about the costs of crime 
and delinquency, or about the problems that might ensue from an over- 
fondness for material goods or too keen an interest in social mobility.* De- 
Cordova’s work has analyzed the relationships between the youthful audi- 
ence, the movie theater, and the fan club, in particular the latter two as sites 
of education, entertainment, and social control. In so doing deCordova 
produced histories of the 1920s matinee movement, which was sponsored 
by the Motion Picture Producers and Distributors Association (the film in- 
dustry’s trade association), and Walt Disney’s development of nationwide 
Mickey Mouse Clubs in the 1930s. Both the Saturday afternoon movies 
and the clubs were designed specifically for children and young adoles- 
cents, and both also were meant to promote filmgoing, the consumption 
of film-related products, and to instill patriotic virtues. At the matinees, 
for example, audience members might sing “America the Beautiful” before 
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the films began, while participation in the Mickey Mouse Clubs always in- 
cluded the Mickey Mouse Club yell, the Mickey Mouse Club creed, and, 
as with the matinees, the singing of “America the Beautiful.”* 

The work of Jacobs, deCordova, and others, and the resultant new 
possibilities for historicizing young audiences, are all the more significant 
because of the compelling connections between the development of the 
American motion picture industry and modern notions of the adolescent. 
In contemporary film studies it has become something of a given to exam- 
ine the interesting confluences of the end of the nineteenth century; the de- 
velopment of the cinema at the same time as such discourses of power and 
knowledge as psychoanalysis and anthropology, or such technologies of the 
visible as the X ray, or such manifestations of nationalism and global di- 
plomacy as modern imperialism.* But the cinema also made its debut in the 
United States at about the same time as the “discovery” of the adolescent 
by G. Stanley Hall and other educational reformers, and the concomitant 
shift in American education toward prioritizing the needs of the teenaged 
student and, indeed, toward finding ways of keeping teenagers in schools, 
both through curricular reform (vocational courses, for example) and legal 
coercion (mandatory attendance laws).’ 

This change led to a significant shift in the American high school, the 
goals of which moved from “that of just teaching academic subjects to that 
of being an institution which encompassed the social life of youth,” thereby 
eliminating some of the divide between the classroom and certain leisure 
activities.® As a result, in the first two decades of the century sports came to 
play a significant role in the high school curriculum. By the 1920s, however, 
a belief in physical education as the perfect means for channeling the inter- 
ests and energies of the teenager waned somewhat, as sports seemed more 
likely to develop passive viewers than active participants.’ In part because 
of this, reformers’ enthusiasm moved by the late 1920s and early 1930s, to 
understanding, developing, and in many ways controlling another kind of 
spectatorship—the viewing of movies.!° 

The film education movement seemed to understand watching movies, 
as opposed to sports, as an extremely active exercise and sought to use 
moviegoing to activate and improve other skills deemed necessary to the 
adolescent — including those involved in taste, consumption practice, and 
even family relations —as children could now, at least in theory, have more 
informed discussions with their parents about the best ways to spend their 
leisure time."! There was also a distinctly practical reason for teaching film 
appreciation. William Lewin, in his 1934 study Photoplay Appreciation in 
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American High Schools, noted that “three out of four high-school students 
readily name movie-going as one of the leisure occupations they most en- 
joy.” He then added that “the implications for the curriculum-maker are 
unmistakable,” and that, as it was understood that “classroom procedures 
should begin with emphasis upon the natural interests of children, the cur- 
rent photoplay offers an opening of almost unmatched interest.” 2 

During the 1930s, largely because of these interests and concerns, high 
schools in particular often offered classes in film appreciation. In 1935 the 
National Education Association reported that more than two thousand 
high schools gave students the chance to enroll in such courses, although it 
is almost certain that students took the greatest part of these as brief units 
in other classes, most typically English." In fact, a cottage industry in film 
appreciation textbooks developed to meet the needs of the teachers and 
students in these classes: Edgar Dale’s How to Appreciate Motion Pictures 
(1933), Sarah McLean Mullen’s pamphlet “How to Judge Motion Pictures” 
(1935), Richard Lewis and Helen Rand’s Film and School (1937), Barrett C. 
Kiesling’s Talking Pictures (1937), and of course, Lewin’s Photoplay Appre- 
ciation in American High Schools, among others.'* Educators viewed film 
education as a way to modernize the curriculum as well as turn students 
into more-avid readers, because these classes tended to favor movies based 
on classic novels. In the testimonial of one teacher converted to film edu- 
cation, the movement “can be to the study of literature what the airplane 
is to transportation.” !° 

According to educators, in addition to turning students into better 
readers film appreciation courses would make them better movie con- 
sumers, which then would change the film industry for the better. The 
double bill stood out as the special pet peeve of film educators because of 
the manner in which this form of “mixed program,” in William Lewin’s 
term, worked to “appeal in part to adults and in part to children.” Film edu- 
cation reformers wanted to build an audience that would “insist on strati- 
fying programs or theaters so that some may serve the needs of children, 
some the needs of adults, and some the needs of family groups.” '® Thus, 
film education would teach adolescents that the “balanced” program—a 
bill designed to appeal to all ages—served the needs of no one. Changing 
the public demand for these programs would, in turn, change the practices 
of the industry that produced them. 

Along with making the connection between film appreciation, the movie 
audience, and industrial practice, educational reformers also planned to 
teach viewers to insist on antiwar, antiimperialist films that dealt realisti- 
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cally with issues of class and race. In the textbook Film and School, for in- 
stance, Lewis and Rand suggest that students consider whether “we should 
not have pictures that make any one ridiculous because of his race or coun- 
try,” and ask, as well, if “moving pictures give a fair picture of economic 
conditions as they exist.” Their chief concerns, however, were with war 
films. They write: “Because we know that wars do not just happen, that 
they are made, we want, in dealing with war pictures, to be sure that the 
strength of our influence is not on the side of the war-makers,” and then go 
on to ask students a series of questions about the manner in which movies 
glamorized war or showed its horrors. Finally, in proposing the forma- 
tion of an active, mobilized audience, they urge students to write letters 
to producers in order to “help build peace.”!” Groups that extended be- 
yond the classroom shared Lewis and Rand’s concerns. The Association 
of Film Audiences, for example, which represented “church, social, racial, 
labor... and youth groups” in addition to educational ones, screened films 
for their appropriateness for a variety of audiences. When rating war films, 
the association asked quite directly in its questionnaire: “Does it glorify . . . 
imperialism?” !* 

This popular-front sensibility about the possibilities for film to build 
better, more-informed, and enlightened citizens makes it clear that the sup- 
porters of the movement to teach film appreciation in schools had been in- 
fluenced by the progressivism of such educational reformers as G. Stanley 
Hall, John Dewey, Sidney Hook, George Counts, and Harold Rugg.’ 
That progressivism, which probably made its greatest impact on American 
schooling during the Depression, stressed a child-centered curriculum that 
rejected “rote learning and authoritarian discipline.” ?° Progressives empha- 
sized, instead, the “natural” interests of children and adolescents (like the 
movies), while arguing for extending education beyond the classroom, into 
the home, for instance, or the backyard, or even the movie theater. At the 
same time, these educators understood the importance of individual devel- 
opment, and called for “a recognition that the activities of children could be 
valuable in themselves, for their own sake, without reference to later life.” 2" 
This notion of maturation may well have been taken, by at least some edu- 
cators, to include such activities as going to the movies, the kind of leisure 
pursuit that may have seemed at first glance to have little to do with educa- 
tional rigor or intellectual growth but that with the proper guidance might 
be brought effectively into the curriculum. 

The architecture of the progressive classroom differed dramatically from 
that of the movie theater. In one of their most practical and long-lasting 
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classroom improvements, progressive educators insisted on chairs and 
desks that could be moved around instead of being bolted to the floor—the 
precise opposite of the fixed position of the theater seat.2* But this possi- 
bility for movement in the classroom also metaphorized a fluid space for 
progressive education, one that could extend beyond the walls of the school 
and beyond the formal curriculum. Dewey and others acknowledged the 
importance of “the traditional . . . three R’s curriculum,” but they also 
sought to foster the “active cooperation” of their students, which included 
using as educational tools those student interests and activities that typi- 
cally had seemed beyond the range of traditional pedagogical practice.” 

Although progressivism implemented some significant changes that are 
still with us today, such as portable classroom furniture, the movement 
itself never coalesced into a monolithic system of reform. If film apprecia- 
tion was in fact connected to progressivism, it seems to have had the most 
in common with the less politically radical—rather than more overtly so- 
cialist— wing of the movement.” Further, as Arthur Zilversmit has pointed 
out, the effects and impact of progressive education have been overstated. 
The movement to bring film appreciation to the schools, then, almost cer- 
tainly had as much to do with the problem of dealing with bored students 
often all too willing to drop out of school as with a commitment to vast 
curricular and social change.”° 


The Gender of Film Education 


By the early 1930s Frank Capra had started to become a directorial star, 
one of the very few filmmakers whom the public recognized as readily as 
many of the celebrities who appeared in movies. Because of the quality of 
his movies and through the publicity efforts of Columbia Pictures, Capra 
had emerged as a director to be reckoned with, and as one whose films did 
credit to the motion picture industry.”° At the same time, Capra established 
a significant role in the movement to teach film appreciation, which itself 
helped to produce and maintain his celebrity. 

In 1933 Capra played an important role in a discourse of film quality, of 
masters of the craft, and, indeed, of the masculinization of the craft, when 
he became part of a test for high school students in Edgar Dale’s textbook, 
How to Appreciate Motion Pictures. In a chapter titled “Direction: The Im- 
portance of the Director,” Dale asked, “Do you think that Helen Hayes 
and Norma Shearer are great actresses? If you do, can you tell me who di- 
rected their latest pictures? If you are unable to answer this question, then 
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your understanding of motion pictures is quite elementary, because one of 
the most important persons in the making of a motion picture is the direc- 
tor.” Dale then proposed that students match film titles with their directors, 
whose photos appeared on a two-page spread.” Among the ten films— 
A Farewell to Arms, A Nous la Liberté, Dishonored, Oliver Twist, Abraham 
Lincoln, City Lights, Street Scene, Thunder over Mexico, and Broken Lul- 
laby—was Capra’s Dirigible ftom 1931. Knowing Capra the director, then, 
and, more broadly, knowing Capra as well as the other directors on the 
list —Ernst Lubitsch, Herbert Brenon, Cecil B. DeMille, King Vidor, Lewis 
Milestone, Josef von Sternberg, D. W. Griffith, Frank Borzage, René Clair, 
Charles Chaplin, and Sergei Eisenstein—had come to mark the educated 
film viewer rather than the movie fan, the student who appreciated the 
men who made the movies rather than the enthusiast who admired women 
like Hayes and Shearer.?* Thus, along with an early auteurist discourse, the 
movement to teach film in schools produced a strictly gendered form of 
film appreciation. The interests of the newly discerning adolescent viewer 
would shift, from Shearer to Capra. 

Educators understood that this shift applied mostly to girls, because 
boys already realized the importance of the men behind the camera. Wil- 
liam Lewin, for instance, wrote authoritatively in his study of film apprecia- 
tion in high schools that “girls admire chiefly story values as such, with less 
regard to details of directorial skill,” while “boys admire chiefly the work 
of the director.” ?? The necessity for girls to masculinize their understanding 
of film, however, was matched by the certainty that adult expertise in film, 
at least in schools, would be passed on to students by women. Educational 
reformers assumed that women would be the teachers in film appreciation 
classes, and insisted that this was preferable to men controlling the film 
classroom. Lewin discussed the manner in which movie study might lead 
students to other areas of interest, and wrote that, “beginning with movies 
as the subject of her story, the teacher can lead her pupils joyfully whither 
she will” (my emphasis).°° 

This was no idle acceptance of high school teaching as woman’s work. 
Instead, it marked an understanding on Lewin’s part of sexual difference 
that, if not taken into consideration, might well preclude any of the bene- 
fits promised by film education. In addition to finding differences between 
girls and boys, Lewin also found some striking similarities. “Pupils with- 
out guidance or instruction of any kind find all photoplays indiscriminately 
good,” he wrote, while “pupils with guidance begin to become critical.” He 


then added that “men teachers are less critical of movies than are women 
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CHAPTER XI 
DIRECTION 


‘Tse Drorrance or tax Direcror 


Do you think that Helen Hayes and Norma Shearer are 
great actresses? If you do, can you tell me who directed their 
latest pictures? If you are unable to answer this question, 
then your understanding of motion pictures is quite ele- 
mentary, because one of the most important persons in the 

ing,of & motion picture is the director. Now I am going 

- to try a'simple test on you. Get paper and pencil and see 
whether you can match the names of the directors, whose 
photographs appear on pages 182-183, with the films which 


they directed in the following list: 
1. “Farewell to Arms” 6. “Oliver Twist” 
2. “Street Scene” 7. “City Lights” 
3. “Thunder over Mexico” 8. “Broken Lullaby” 
4, “A Nous Ia Liberté” 9. “Dirigible”’ 


5. “Dishonored” 10. “Abraham Lincoln” 


If you are like most high-school students and most adults to 
whom I have put this problem, you have not succeeded well 
at this task. The fact that you know much about motion- 
picture stars and but little about motion-picture directors 
shows that you have not thought seriously about the differ- 
ent phases of motion pictures. 

As a matter of fact, a knowledge of a star’s director is 
more important to you from the standpoint of an under- 
standing of motion pictures than is a knowledge of what the 
star wears in the afternoon, whether she likes buttered toast, 

179 


Top: Edgar Dale, in How to 
Appreciate Motion Pictures, on 

“the importance of the director,” 
asking high school students to match 
films with the photographs of their 
directors, with Capra’s Dirigible 

one of the ten movies on the list. 
Bottom: The photos for Dale’s test, 
showing Capra along with Borzage, 
Brenon, Chaplin, Clair, DeMille, Eisen- 
stein, Griffith, Lubitsch, Milestone, 


Vidor, and von Sternberg. 


Carters; of Motian-Picture Herald 
& Grove or Ovuteranome 
1, Prank Borzage; 2. Herbert Brenon; 3. Prank Capra; 4, Charles 
Chaplin; 6. René Clair; 6. Cecil B. De Mille. 


Courtesy of Mosinn-Picture Herat 
Morton-Preriine Dinecrous . : 

1, Sergei Eiscnstein; 2. D. W. Griffith; 3. Erne Lubiesch; 4. Lowih Mile 
stone; 5. King Vidor; 6. Josef von Sternberg 


teachers.” For students to go from indiscriminate enjoyment to discern- 
ing taste—from Shearer, as it were, to Capra—required the mediation of a 
highly skilled teacher. And men simply were not up to the job.*! 


Race, Religion, and The Bitter 
Tea of General Yen 


In spite of the best efforts of the women who taught film appreciation, the 
movement itself never fully generated a universal understanding of what, 
precisely, constituted quality in motion pictures,-or developed an educated, 
aware national audience of astute consumers united by their shared tastes 
and knowledge of social value. Instead, the study of film in high schools 
typically indicated the volatility of film reception, the possibilities for dif- 
ferences of opinion even among experts, particularly around issues of race 
and religion. In the early 1930s, the same William Lewin who had spoken 
so decisively about boys and girls, men and women, and the differences 
between them, devised a test to determine differences in appreciation and 
whether, during or after a course of study, students in grades seven through 
twelve and their teachers would react in similar ways to the same films. 
Lewin constructed a complicated system of scoring for a group of films 
shown in most parts of the country, with a smaller group of twenty-five 
films being seen by the greatest number of classes in the experiment. He 
then asked students and teachers to allot points to each film in such areas 
as main idea, story, value to humanity, value to society, direction, enjoy- 
ment, photography, fundamental idea, dialogue, and acting. No film could 
receive more than 300 points. Among teachers, Cavalcade, an adaptation 
of the Noel Coward play, ranked higher than any other film, with an aver- 
age score of 250, indicating that the experts were more or less unanimous 
in their opinion of this 1933 Oscar winner for best picture and best director 
(Frank Lloyd).* 

Some films, however, generated distinctly opposite scores. Among those 
with the biggest swing in score was Capra’s 1933 film The Bitter Tea of Gen- 
eral Yen, which averaged a score of t05 among teachers. But Miss Mary 
Olson in Colorado rated it 165, while Mrs. Nicholas in Virginia gave it 
a minus 5.°° This disparity points out the problem of instructing students 
in taste and quality; there existed no necessary agreement among teachers 
about what constituted either term. Even more significant, given the desire 
of the educators who supported film education to teach primarily white 
students about tolerance and prejudice, the difference in scores for Capra’s 
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film indicates the difficulty in teaching about and evaluating issues of racial 
difference. 

The 1932 film Madame Butterfly, directed by Marion Gehring, also ap- 
peared on Lewin’s list of films. This nonmusical version of Puccini’s opera 
scored quite well in high schools in West Virginia and Georgia, meriting a 
190 from Sara M. Ferree’s class in Williamstown, and a 145 from Virginia 
Ballard’s group of students in Atlanta. At Abraham Lincoln High School in 
Los Angeles, however, Mrs. Mullen’s group gave the film a median score of 
minus 5, while giving the story structure a minus 20, “as being very illogi- 
cal.” Further, they rated the film’s social value a minus 20, “as being very 
destructive to society.” Mrs. Mullen herself gave the film a score almost as 
low as that of her students. In explaining these low totals, Mrs. Mullen said 
that they were “doubtless due to racial feeling developed by class discus- 
sion,” and added that “intermarriage between Japanese and Californians is 
recognized as disgraceful.” *4 

These results, and this insistence on the absolute difference between 
a national (and racially “other”) group and a local (presumably white) 
one, problematize any belief that educational reformers had about teaching 
racial tolerance through films. In this case, the low scores, if Mrs. Mullen 
can be believed, were in fact largely a result of the “racial feeling” that 
grew out of “class discussion” rather than impressions formed before the 
students had a chance to talk about the movie. It is also quite possible 
that The Bitter Tea of General Yen, about a romance between a white mis- 
sionary and a Chinese warlord, generated at least some similar feelings in 
Mrs. Nicholas (and quite likely her students), who gave Capra’s film such a 
low score. Indeed, Nicholas herself cannot simply be dismissed as an anti- 
Hollywood grouch, because she gave two other films the highest scores 
they received: 145 points for Forty-Second Street (1933) and 200 points for 
Cecil B. DeMille’s The Sign of the Cross (1932).*° 

This invocation of DeMille as a director of quality seems particularly 
interesting in comparison to opinions about Capra, for as much as Capra, 
DeMille played a prominent (and frequently contradictory) role in the film 
education movement. In 1934, for example, the Photographic History Ser- 
vice of Hollywood (which was almost certainly connected to the major 
film studios)?* released a new study unit for film classes, one that covered 
“ancient Egyptian life.” In this unit, described approvingly by the Educa- 
tional Screen, an academic magazine committed to bringing film into the 
schoolroom, classes could examine still photographs from two DeMille 
films, The Ten Commandments (1925) and Cleopatra (1934), as well as from 
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Karl Freund’s The Mummy (1932).°7 In spite of this effort to make DeMille 
films educational, however, the movie reviewer for the Educational Screen, 
just two months after the units had been announced, dismissed Cleopatra 
as virtually worthless for adolescents: “So overdone that luxury becomes 
grotesque, history absurd.” ** 

Both The Sign of the Cross and The Bitter Tea of General Yen serve to 
point out some of the tensions from the period in the film audience, or at 
least the adolescent one, and perhaps also some of the differences between 
that audience and the contemporary one. To the modern viewer, except for 
period differences (the early-Christian era and the Chinese civil war), The 
Sign of the Cross and Bitter Tea might seem like similar films that could have 
been grouped together by Depression audiences. Both movies use Chris- 
tianity as a backdrop for a fairly racy sexual situation and for significant 
elements of spectacle (indeed, in mocking Lewin’s findings in Photoplay Ap- 
preciation, the Nation, then as now the mass market liberal magazine of 
record, referred with heavy irony to DeMille’s film as “that tasteful and 
reverent masterpiece”).*? For the student audiences in the 1930s, however, 
we have evidence that religion, rather than being a subtext, generated the 
primary level of meaning in these films, and the primary area of difference. 

In examining the written responses of students to the films they watched, 
Lewin noted that The Sign of the Cross was mentioned more than any other 
as a movie that had “influenced” them in “specific ways.” As representative 
examples, he cited a twelfth-grade girl in Los Angeles who said the film 
“made me glad I was a Christian; it made me stronger in my faith; it made 
me hold to my religion.” Insisting once again on the gendered differences 
between high school viewers, Lewin further noted that “all the reactions 
to this picture except one were from girls, indicating the powerful appeal 
that religious pictures make to girls.” He then added that “the trend was 
overwhelmingly in the direction of increased faith in whatever religion the 
individual happened to have.” As a representative response to The Bitter Tea 
of General Yen, however, Lewin quoted the Lynchburg, Virginia, student 
(and made no mention of gender) who said that the film “shook my belief in 
the value of foreign missions.” Even though the sexual content of The Sign 
of the Cross had so vexed the Hays Office, which enforced Hollywood’s 
system of self-censorship, these high school students interpreted DeMille’s 
film as an admirably religious one.4° Capra’s film, on the other hand, stood 
out as a provocative representation of the role of Western religion in the 
world, particularly in the context of post-World War I imperialism.*" 
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It Happened One Night in Kannapolis 


During the mid 1930s, Capra came to be known increasingly as a direc- 
tor of important pictures that were, nevertheless, exceedingly entertaining. 
As a result, educators’ views shifted from thinking of his films as being 
high quality but potentially volatile (as in the case of Bitter Tea) to being 
absolutely perfect for classroom use. Capra’s next two films after Bitter 
Tea, Lady for a Day (1933) and It Happened One Night, were canonized as 
two of the four screenplays—along with Little Women (1933) and The Story 
of Louis Pasteur (1936)—in the 1936 edition of Four Star Scripts, a volume 
designed in part for classroom use.” It Happened One Night in particular 
stands out as the first of Capra’s films to be certified as a great motion pic- 
ture by a variety of educational institutions, including, by the end of the 
decade, the university, when Robert Gessner placed it on his “History and 
Appreciation of Cinema” class syllabus at New York University in 1937- 
1938. 

Gessner’s film list is itself remarkably consistent with the curriculum of 
many contemporary university film classes (as well as with those lists of 
worthy films that appeared in 1930s textbooks): The Cabinet of Dr. Cali- 
gari, Potemkin, A Nous la Liberté, and some early American silent films, 
for instance. On the syllabus, these films were screened under a variety of 
rubrics: “The Psychological Film,” “The Realistic Film,” and “The Moving 
Camera in Germany,” as just a few examples. Gessner showed It Happened 
One Night the last week of class, and in the syllabus labeled it simply as 
“an American classic.” Capra’s film, then, at least in this class, marked the 
coming of age of cinema in the United States and stood as the film that 
showed the possibilities for works out of Hollywood to equal those pro- 
duced in France, Germany, and the Soviet Union. 

At the time of the free screening for high school students in Kannapo- 
lis in May 1934, however, It Happened One Night had not yet achieved the 
status of an enduringly great motion picture. It is also difficult to deter- 
mine the extent to which students there knew about the film’s box office 
and critical success since its March opening. Kannapolis itself was a small 
town, but it was by no means an isolated outpost. Located about thirty 
miles northeast of Charlotte, Kannapolis seems to have been a 1930s North 
Carolina community of about average size, with the yMca’s double duty 
as a recreational center and movie theater telling us something about the 
kind of public buildings in the town and the manner in which leisure came 
to be organized. Information on Kannapolis during the 1930s is scarce, 
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but its county, Cabarrus, contained mostly towns of fewer than five thou- 
sand people. Industrialization had come to Cabarrus more forcefully than 
to other counties in the primarily agricultural state, with about half of the 
population employed in manufacturing and mechanical occupations, and 
only 30 percent working in farming.** 

Like the rest of the state, Cabarrus County segregated its population 
between “whites” and “coloreds.” The white population there had grown 
dramatically since 1890 but the “colored” population far less so, so that by 
1930 about 80 percent of the county residents were white.*¢ A little more 
than a year after the screening, during the 1935-1936 school year, 599 stu- 
dents were enrolled in Kannapolis’s lone white high school, which em- 
ployed a faculty of 6 white men and 10 white women. The “colored” high 
school was attended by 66 students, who were taught by 6 African Ameri- 
can faculty members: 3 men and 3 women.*’ Because there is no mention of 
race in the correspondence between the yMca and Capra, it seems safe to 
assume that the students writing about It Happened One Night were white. 

Cabarrus county spent only $17 to $22 per year on those students, 
matching most of the counties in the state but remaining far below expen- 
ditures of a number of counties, several of which surrounded Cabarrus, 
which spent between $22 and $36.48 This funding affected all students, but 
white students in Kannapolis almost certainly would have had more access 
to the materials necessary to study film appreciation, in particular the in- 
structional textbooks and other printed materials: the value of all library 
books in the five white schools there (including elementary) was $5,600; 
in the single black school it was $200.* At least in theory, though, North 
Carolina educators considered film appreciation a fit subject for all of its 
high school students. A brief history of secondary school education pub- 
lished in ar937 North Carolina Department of Public Instruction brochure, 
for instance, explained that in the last quarter century, the mission of the 
high school curriculum had changed from college preparation to that of 
a more “practical nature.” North Carolina introduced vocational subjects 
into the curriculum in 1917, and shortly after this time the state added other 
subjects that served to “meet the needs of the adolescent boys and girls, 
giving to them the education that would make them intelligent, happy, 
useful and vocationally efficient citizens.” As a result, the curriculum had 
been “broadened and deepened.” *° 

Because of this broadening and deepening, students in Kannapolis and 
elsewhere in the state learned about “ethical character, worthy home mem- 
bership, intelligent citizenship . . . [and] health.” In addition, they studied 
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the “proper use of leisure.” Clearly, adolescent leisure constituted some- 
thing of a problem in North Carolina, at least to those in charge of the 
educational system. In fact, a 1940 Work Projects Administration study 
of North Carolina adolescents, titled Paths to Maturity, lamented that “it 
is discouraging to probe . . . into the ways of [sic] which the high school 
youths spend most of their leisure time, for when we do so we find that piti- 
fully small numbers of them are devoting leisure time to music, art or danc- 
ing lessons, or to private instruction in subjects not included in the school 
curriculum.” High school students needed no prodding to go to the movies, 
but the apparent excess of their attendance may have encouraged educa- 
tors to seek to teach them how to appreciate and demand only the best in 
motion pictures. Two-thirds of the white boys of high school age went to 
the movies anywhere from one to more than four times a week; African 
American boys and girls and white girls of the same age went slightly less 
frequently.*? 

High school film study in Kannapolis must necessarily have developed 
from a concern with these numbers, which then became part of a strategy 
to educate adolescents about leisure and to teach them about the “proper” 
way to choose movies and then watch them. As such, film appreciation, 
at least in North Carolina (despite some of the intellectual pretensions evi- 
dent in the letters from Kannapolis), had as its goal not to prepare students 
for the university but rather to make them better consumers and more effi- 
cient members of their communities and even of their families. Indeed, the 
Kannapolis students who saw Capra’s film already had advantages in this 
respect over many others in their age group. Most of the Kannapolis film 
appreciation students were seniors in a state in which the dropout rate con- 
stituted one of the major problems in education. “The most frequent North 
Carolina youth,” according to Paths to Maturity, “left school before sixteen 
years of age.” *? 

The Kannapolis screening itself typified one of the major projects of the 
film education movement. William Lewin, who devised the nationwide test 
about Bitter Tea, Sign of the Cross, and other films, also wrote about the 
significance of the exhibition venue. For Lewin and other educational re- 
formers, film content seemed no more important than the space of viewing. 
Lewin predicted a school of the future with a fully modern theater along 
with assembly hall, classrooms, and other buildings. Until then, though, he 
claimed that “the democratization of educational opportunities can begin 
—in fact, has already begun—with the friendly use of neighborhood the- 
aters for educational purposes,” and added that, “indeed, such cooperation 
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should logically continue even when schools are equipped to show talking 
pictures:%4 

The educators in the movement hoped to build better citizens through 
film appreciation. But reformers also called for a fluidity, facilitated by 
movies, between a number of different spaces, with this fluidity itself im- 
proving the lives of citizens in a democracy. By teaching film appreciation, 
the schoolroom could be connected to the home, where, at least according 
to educators, discussions of movies typically took place. The theater figured 
to become an extension of the schoolroom, especially when the theater vol- 
unteered its space for educational uses, as in the case of the yMca special 
screening of It Happened One Night. 

As education historians have noted, however, once we deal specifically 
with the activities in the traditional classroom, analyzing the school ex- 
perience becomes very difficult, largely because it is so hard to know what 
happened during the school day. It is difficult, as well, to determine what 
else the Kannapolis students may have been learning and what other inter- 
ests their school may have been trying to promote. In general, English 
classes throughout the United States in the 1920s and 1930s (and these 
were precisely the classes where students were most likely to learn about 
film) attempted to foster the elevation of taste through the reading of great 
works, with a canon that included Hawthorne, Shakespeare, George Eliot, 
Dickens, Carlyle, and the English historian Thomas Babington Macaulay. 
This curriculum served to instruct and improve that which was lamented 
as “the Saturday Evening Post mind” of so many students, whose favorite 
authors, at least in a 1922 survey, were Zane Grey, Arthur Conan Doyle, 
and adventure novelist Harold Bell Wright. Some teachers, though, did in- 
clude popular and contemporary works in their classes, including Zane 
Grey novels and the Tom Swift series, as well as novelists who since then 
have earned a secure place in the canon but whose status as great writers 
was, at the time, more problematic: for example, Joseph Conrad, Sinclair 
Lewis, and George Bernard Shaw.®° But it is impossible to determine pre- 
cisely what the Kannapolis youngsters studied in their English class in addi- 
tion to motion pictures, and what their attitudes and tastes may have been. 

A further problem in reading the letters is that of knowing whether the 
sentiments conveyed were composed primarily with the teacher in mind, 
because after all, this appears to have been a class assignment. That is, many 
of these letters may well simply mimic the movie discourse that had come to 
be officially sanctioned by the film education movement. The letters about 
It Happened One Night are highly mediated documents rather than pure ex- 
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pressions of adolescent desire, knowledge, preference, or taste. They do not 
necessarily indicate how students talked about movies in other contexts— 
with each other, for instance, or with their families. Thus, the contempo- 
rary reader can only make cautious guesses about the students who wrote 
these letters more than seventy years ago. Nevertheless, from these letters 
we can come to understand some significant information about the film 
education movement in Kannapolis and perhaps elsewhere; the manner in 
which students were being taught to think about the movies they saw; and 
their success in mastering the discourse of film appreciation. 

Some of the letters written after the screening of Capra’s film actually tell 
us little about the place of movies in the classroom. One student produced 
virtually a form letter: “I enjoyed the picture very much and I wish there 
were more like [it]. Seeing the picture helped us in our study of motion pic- 
tures. Sincerely yours.” *¢ Even the letters that reveal little about classroom 
practice, though, can hint at some interesting things about individual pref- 
erences. One young woman wrote: “I thoroughly enjoyed seeing the pic- 
ture. The story was a good one and many of the scenes were of the sort that 
I will remember them for a long time.” She ended on a more personal note, 
giving us a sense of the pleasures of a small-town resident seeing It Hap- 
pened One Night’s tale of a Florida-to-New York bus ride: “I enjoy shows 
which depict travels,” she wrote.°” 

Several of the student letters about the screening do, however, give us 
a sense of the film appreciation unit in high school. One student wrote: 
“It Happened One Night was a very interesting show and was thoroughly 
enjoyed by all who saw it. The show was of a high class and seemed so 
real that I just lived in the picture. The costuming was very appropriate, as 
well as the photography which was very natural. The director’s ability was 
appreciated very much. The music was suitable for the picture and the act- 
ing was simply grand.” ** Clearly, these students received aesthetic instruc- 
tion in their film appreciation course, and they learned, just as Edgar Dale 
urged in his textbook’s chapter on the student’s necessary shift in apprecia- 
tion from Norma Shearer to Capra, Lubitsch, Clair, and other filmmakers, 
to examine what this student called “the director’s ability.” A similar dis- 
course on quality appears in other class letters; one student wrote, for in- 
stance, “I think that the direction, action, and the photography all were 
excellent in that picture. The story was unusually well planned.” *? 

Film appreciation educators certainly stressed structure, action, charac- 
ter, and the like. But the movement also emphasized the social importance 
of films, often, as mentioned above, in terms of a film’s attitudes toward 
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war, race, and class. These concerns do not appear in the class letters from 
Kannapolis, but there is an interest on the part of several students in what 
we might call the social significance of film, or at least in the relationships 
between a film and the “real life” of the audience members. The same stu- 
dent who commended the costuming, the photography, and the director’s 
ability, ended her letter by saying, “referring to criticisms no outstanding 
ones can be given. However there was no real moral in it, it served as good 
enjoyment and that is what we went to see.” Another student more or less 
agreed, saying, “It was an excellent picture, although it didn’t offer any les- 
son it was very entertaining.” And, of course, Nelle Brown disagreed, but 
in similar terms, when she wrote about the film that “the moral part of the 
story was great.” °° 

The first two students made distinctions between high-quality escap- 
ist films like It Happened One Night, and serious, important, “moral” 
films with social significance, and they almost certainly learned this great 
chain of film quality in their class. Indeed, these students seem to be 
paraphrasing one of the film appreciation sources from the period—Sarah 
McLean Mullen’s “How to Judge Motion Pictures.” Mullen, the Los Ange- 
les teacher who had noted the “racial feeling” in her students generated 
by their discussion of The Bitter Tea of General Yen, ended her pamphlet 
with “the most important question of all,” and went on to ask, “Does the 
[photo] play have any social value? Does it leave some part of its mean- 
ing in the minds of those who saw it, and will it govern their thoughts and 
actions after they have left the theater?” She also made sure to acknowl- 
edge the pleasures of the relatively frivolous film, saying that “we need not 
expect all moving pictures to carry a social message,” and “entertainment 
for its own sake needs no defense.” But she asserted, nevertheless, that “we 
do have the right to demand that a force appealing to so many millions of 
people accept a deep sense of public responsibility.” *! 

Just like The Bitter Tea of General Yen, however, It Happened One Night 
polarized some high school students, as they interpreted it in at least two 
ways. The two Kannapolis students, following Mullen and other experts in 
the film education movement, found much to admire in Capra’s film but 
also found it lacking when compared to films of “public responsibility” 
(typically, in the movement’s literature, such films as All Quiet on the West- 
ern Front and I Am a Fugitive from a Chain Gang). Nelle Brown, though, 
impressed perhaps by the relative chastity of the film (the blanket serving 
as a “wall of Jericho” that separates Gable’s and Colbert’s beds in motels 
and tourist camps), or by its representation of the problems of the Depres- 
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sion, stressed the film’s moral significance and implied that it was, indeed, 
an important and serious motion picture. In any event the emphasis, how- 
ever contradictory, in these letters on the lessons learned from It Happened 
One Night, and indeed on whether the film taught any lessons at all, indi- 
cates that the film education movement tried to teach students to appreciate 
what Mullen called “social value” as an equal to any aesthetic category, 
and as that which required serious consideration and evaluation. 

By teaching students how to weigh the social and the aesthetic, the film 
education movement planned on making students better movie consumers. 
Mullen herself insisted that by being “discerning and discriminating in our 
tastes,” 1930s moviegoers “may help raise the standards of American mo- 
tion pictures.” © In fact, the letters from Kannapolis provide some evidence 
that, perhaps in part because of what went on in the classroom, students 
already had come to demand better product. One student made a direct 
link between her enjoyment of Capra’s film and her time in the classroom: 
“The Movie Appreciation Course that we have been taking in school,” she 
said, “has caused us to demand better pictures such as It Happened One 
Night.” © The film education movement, according to this student, had very 
much accomplished its mission of activating and collectivizing spectator- 
ship; that is, turning the passive individual viewer into the mobilized one, 
who, along with others so educated, now made “demands” on the film in- 
dustry. 

In studying the improvement of the student viewer, however, we can 
come to understand not just the formation of taste and discernment, but 
also something of the cooperation and connections between film education 
and the film industry, and the reasons why the industry typically sought 
to foster the interest of teachers and students in movies. For this special 
screening of It Happened One Night, the yMca had invited the students to 
attend free of charge. One of the boys in the class wrote, however, that “I 
enjoyed the picture so much that I came back Friday night,” the evening 
of the free matinee screening.** Thus in addition to trying to create dis- 
criminating customers, the film education movement, in spite of itself, en- 
couraged movie consumption in general, and in a group of spectators who 
already constituted a major market for motion pictures. This student not 
only turned into a repeat viewer but also almost certainly brought friends 
or family with him the second time, with the cooperation between neigh- 
borhood theaters and schools working not just to benefit education but the 
box office as well. 

Capra was delighted to receive the letters from the high school students. 
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He wrote back to Fred Powell at the ymca and told him that “it was with 
genuine interest that I read your letter and the indorsed (sic) criticisms from 
the high school pupils.” He added that these student opinions were “more 
liable to point out the real fault or merit in a picture than the more techni- 
cal blasé reviews of professional critics,” and that “your method of asking 
opinions from actual movie goers should certainly give us a truer insight 
on what the public wants.” °° Capra wrote personalized responses to much 
of the unsolicited mail he received about his films, and with the Kannapolis 
letters he made an effort to show that he had read the student letters and 
had given them careful consideration. But he also seems to have chosen to 
interpret the letters as constituting a kind of immediate, unmediated voice 
of a public unconcerned with the more intellectual and formal interests 
of bored, hard-to-please critics. In this case, Capra appears to have been 
mistaken, as these students’ ideas were at least in part the product of a 
local, small-town application of a national movement to reshape adoles- 
cent movie fans into a vanguard of film experts determined to raise the level 


of the Hollywood product. 


Constructing the Young Viewer 


This model of a potential adolescent spectator works to complicate our 
understanding of the young viewer during the 1930s, or at least the man- 
ner in which a variety of experts came to understand that viewer. The most 
common and most cited construction of the child or teenager watching 
movies derived from the Payne Fund studies, a collection of works, in- 
debted to modern social science and in particular to sociology, designed 
largely to gauge the effects of movies on kids. Kathryn Fuller, Ian Jarvie, 
and Garth Jowett have shown that the Payne Fund studies decidedly did not 
simply give a scientific imprimatur to antimovie hysteria; instead, Henry 
Forman’s condensation of the studies, published as Our Movie-Made Chil- 
dren, did that job.** Nevertheless, the Payne Fund studies tended toward a 
notion of childhood and adolescent spectatorial passivity, of a mass audi- 
ence that because of its immaturity could generate little resistance to that 
which they saw on the screen. 

The Hollywood studios’ self-regulating Production Code, the censor- 
ship document administered by the Hays Office and adopted in 1930, made 
many of the same assumptions about kids at the movies. In the “Reasons 
Supporting the Preamble of the Code,” the document insisted on the special 
status and responsibility of movies, because of how they appealed to the 
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“mature and the immature.” ® Particularly because of the latter— because 
of a large movie audience that, typically, did not frequent the serious, legiti- 
mate theater and might have its reading monitored by parents and teach- 
ers—the film industry had a special responsibility to police the content of 
its own films. Popular journalism, many church groups, and other institu- 
tions concerned with the well-being of young people echoed these senti- 
ments and assumed that movies posed a kind of reflective danger to this 
audience. Put somewhat reductively, young people who witnessed crimi- 
nal or sexual behavior in movies might well begin to engage in the same 
behavior themselves. 

But there was at least one other view, and another construction of the 
youthful audience as an extremely active one. In fact, this audience con- 
sisted not of the “immature,” as the Production Code would have it, but 
rather of incipient adults who, with the proper training, might make the 
same judgments as adults. Of course, these views were not mutually exclu- 
sive, and many held both at once, a belief in the dangers movies posed to 
children and adolescents and the potential of young viewers to have rea- 
soned, mature, adult opinions about the films they saw. Still, less than half 
a century after the “discovery” of the adolescent mentioned above, and the 
understanding that children were different from teenagers and that both 
were absolutely different from adults, there also developed, in particular 
around motion pictures, the idea of the adult child and of a family made 
up of equal members—at least when it came to discussing leisure activity. 

Capra’s films from the mid-to-late 1930s—Mr. Deeds Goes to Town 
(1936), Lost Horizon (1937), and You Can't Take It with You (1938)—played 
a fundamental role in the discussions about these modern children and ado- 
lescents, the modern family, and the place of the filmgoing experience for 
all of them. The National Board of Review generated many of these discus- 
sions, while promoting and also designing the apparatus for an active and 
engaged youthful audience. But other sources, in particular certain aspects 
of both mass market and more specialized journalism, catered to a reader- 
ship of enlightened adults, children, and adolescents. These sources, while 
typically concerned about the effects of movies, also viewed the motion pic- 
ture industry as provoking important discussions about, for instance, poli- 
tics and morality. The film experts considering these issues were almost all 
women, just as they often had been in the classroom, in keeping with a 
post-World War I tradition of white, middle-class female reformers.®* 

The National Board of Review, originally called the New York Board 
of Motion Picture Censorship, formed in 1909 as something of a reformist 
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combination made up of a number of civic, religious, educational, and 
women’s groups. The board, with the film industry’s approval and co- 
operation, previewed films before they opened in order, in the words of 
Gregory D. Black, to “identify offending material, and ‘suggest’ cuts.” ° 
The board operated in this capacity for many years, including the period, 
the 1930s, under discussion here. As Garth Jowett has pointed out, the 
board had no direct authority to demand cuts, but producers apparently 
went along with its suggestions, at the very least to make it appear that 
they were interested in moral uplift and community standards, as well as to 
prevent attacks from institutions with more regulatory power (local, state, 
and federal governments, for instance). The board never officially affiliated 
itself with the industry, but it did depend on it for financial support, and, 
of course, this connection may have affected the manner in which board 
literature and activity imagined and constructed the movie audience.” 

Like most groups concerned with film content, the National Board of 
Review took a special interest in children and adolescents. By the mid- 
19308, and as something of a corollary to the film education movement, the 
board had established its Young Reviewers and 4-Star clubs, both nation- 
wide groups of children and adolescents between ages nine and seventeen, 
designed to encourage critical film viewing habits in a central audience for 
Hollywood movies. The exact extent of the clubs is difficult to determine, 
but typically during the period of one year between 350 and 400 members 
would cast votes for their ten favorite films of the year. Besides sponsor- 
ing these clubs, the board used its own council members as publicists for 
“clean” films and for the interests of young viewers. Later in this chapter, 
for instance, I examine an appearance by council secretary Bettina Gunezy 
to discuss “Children as Movie-Critics” on the radio program Your Child, 
broadcast in New York over station WNYC on 6 December 1939. 

Far more so than radio, however, magazines and newspapers of varying 
circulations and interests, and with both disparate and overlapping audi- 
ences, were preoccupied with movies and children (as just one example 
among many, Henry Forman first published his condensation of the Payne 
Fund materials in McCalls).”! Parents magazine, for instance, a mass market 
publication with a circulation of around 330,000 during the period, and 
which presented articles and advice seemingly designed for young, white, 
mildly affluent couples with small children, devoted a monthly column to 
rating movies and included a number of other essays about the media in 
general. Much more specifically, the monthly tabloid The Motion Picture 
and the Family provided articles precisely about the appropriate viewing 
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practices of parents and children, and about furthering enlightened dis- 
cussions between parents and children and teachers and students about 
movies they could see together. The exact provenance of the tabloid is dif- 
ficult to determine, although the periodical itself advertised a connection 
to the Motion Picture Producers and Distributors Association of America 
which apparently helped in distribution. This link to the film industry’s 
trade organization, or Hays Office, indicates that The Motion Picture and 
the Family was at least a small part of a public relations effort seeking 
to convince audiences that the studios were indeed concerned about film 
quality and uplift through movies.” Philosophically and methodologically, 
the newspaper also had a direct relationship to the film education move- 
ment, with the masthead announcing its “comment on current films by 
teachers, educators, [and] community leaders.” Authors with bylines in- 
cluded many of the movement’s major voices, and so beyond public rela- 
tions The Motion Picture and the Family also seemed part of a sincere effort 
by teachers and other experts to improve the country’s viewing habits and 
raise the quality of movies. Among the newspaper’s main contributors, al- 
most all of whom were women, Sarah McLean Mullen, author of “How 
to Judge Motion Pictures,” wrote a regular column, “Films for the Pupil 
and Teacher,” that made explicit the connection between tabloid and class- 


room. 


Capra and High-Quality Entertainment 


The materials from the National Board of Review, Parents magazine, and 
The Motion Picture and the Family all invoked Capra and his films as stan- 
dards against which all of Hollywood’s filmmakers and products could 
be measured. In so doing, they merely echoed a seemingly unanimous ap- 
praisal by educators, critics, and Hollywood itself. The student exercise in 
Edgar Dale’s 1933 textbook, that of matching a movie to the photo of its 
director, made Capra stand out as one of many significant filmmakers. But 
by 1937, film educators included Capra’s films in a select list of the abso- 
lute best the studios had to offer, a sign that sound films had come of age. 
Barret C. Kiesling, for example, in Talking Pictures: How They Are Made, 
How to Appreciate Them, lauded the sound film in general by pointing out 
some particular “accomplishments,” and included Capra’s Mr. Deeds Goes 
to Town among them.” 

The film tells the story of Longfellow Deeds (played by Gary Cooper), 
who inherits twenty million dollars from an eccentric uncle and then moves 
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from Mandrake Falls to New York City. Following a confrontation with a 
destitute farmer, Longfellow decides to give his money away to the coun- 
try’s needy, after which the lawyers for his uncle’s estate have him brought 
to trial on an insanity charge. Deeds wins his case and triumphantly leaves 
the court, ready to marry Babe Bennett (Jean Arthur), the reporter who 
had been covering him since his arrival in New York. 

Mr. Deeds is full of the hokum and homespun populism that many later 
critics would deride as “Capracorn.” In spite of this, Kiesling places the 
film in some very high-toned company. In his list of significant movies from 
the sound period, Kiesling named films based on the works of Shakespeare 
(A Midsummer Night’s Dream [Max Reinhardt, 1935], and Romeo and Juliet 
[George Cukor, 1936]) and Dickens (David Copperfield (Cukor, 1935]); 
films based on modern classic literature (The Good Earth [Sidney Franklin, 
1937]); films about significant historical subjects (The Private Life of Henry 
the Eighth [Alexander Korda, 1933], The House of Rothschild [Alfred L. 
Werker, 1934], and Rembrandt |Korda, 1936]); and operetta films (Naughty 
Marietta [W. S. Van Dyke, 1935], with its score by Victor Herbert).”* Only 
Mr. Deeds was derived from a virtually unknown source (a short story with 
a different title), taught no lessons about the great men of history, or made 
any claim to the (albeit limited) cultural cachet of a Jeannette MacDonald- 
Nelson Eddy light opera. Thus, Capra’s contribution to the elevation of the 
sound film matched that of great playwrights and novelists, and his more or 
less original, contemporary stories merited the same attention as the great 
historical narratives. 

The media apparatus of the motion picture industry also looked to 
Capra and Mr. Deeds as evidence of Hollywood’s potential. In 1936, writ- 
ing in the Motion Picture Herald, the trade journal that he edited, Terry 
Ramsaye, who was also one of the first serious historians of the Ameri- 
can film industry, lamented that the “sex lure looms again,” and continued 
that “ “The curse of Eve’ lies heavily across movieland.” > Ramsaye hyper- 
ventilated about this “curse” throughout his editorial, but he also pointed 
to Mr. Deeds as the kind of film that the American public really wanted 
to see, a film that “depicted wholesome American life.” This is an inter- 
esting antifilm-industry discourse coming from a trade journal that itself 
was very much a part of that industry, and was read by people (primarily 
exhibitors) who worked in it. By Ramsaye’s logic, the film industry gave 
the public precisely what it did not want except in very rare instances, as 
with the production of Mr. Deeds. After 1936, as I show in the next chap- 
ter with Mr. Smith Goes to Washington, Capra often came to be posited, 
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frequently by members of the film industry, as the best Hollywood had to 
offer precisely because his films seemed antithetical to the typical Holly- 
wood product. Here, in Ramsaye’s editorial about a rebirth of Hollywood 
prurience, Mr. Deeds stood out not so much for greatness on a par with the 
major novelists, playwrights, and others mentioned in Kiesling’s textbook, 
but instead as a perfect expression of a kind of American vernacular, and 
as a representation of national norms, desires, and characters.” 

Ramsaye lauded Mr. Deeds for its unproblematically wholesome con- 
tent. But for the Hollywood studios Mr. Deeds represented a kind of en- 
lightened mode of production and exhibition that itself guaranteed quality 
and indicated an awareness of a discerning audience. Those industry prac- 
tices from the 1930s that typically interest historians today—block book- 
ing, for instance, or self censorship, or a vertically integrated system of pro- 
duction, distribution, and exhibition—of course were of concern to film 
educators, parents’ groups, and even politicians. But contemporary scholar- 
ship tends to have lost any sense of the fervor caused by double bills, which, 
as I mentioned above, came to be singled out by those in the film education 
movement as one of the primary evils of the film business. Possibly con- 
cerned about the perceived problem of showing two films back to back, the 
industry itself by the mid-1930s began its own anti-double bill discourse 
and, in moderation at least, production strategies that mitigated against the 
practice. Here, the measure of Mr. Deeds’ greatness had less to do with its 
depiction of “wholesome American life” than with a mode of exhibition— 
that is, showing a single film rather than two. 

The 11 April 1936 issue of the Motion Picture Herald ran a lengthy story 
on “The Case for and against Longer Feature Pictures,” and reported that 
the best recent films, and those films currently in production that showed 
the most promise, were quite long, in some cases up to three hours (The 
Great Ziegfeld, for example).’”’ In the story, producer Samuel Goldwyn 
claimed quite practically that “if the public will sit through two bad pic- 
tures that consume three hours of time, there is no reason why it shouldn’t 
sit through one good picture that will run that length,” and then pledged 
himself to making films that would exceed the “normal length.” The story 
also quoted Joseph Bernhard, an executive for the Warners Bros. theater 
chain, as making an explicit connection between lengthier movies and the 
problem decried by film educators. Longer films, he said, “will eliminate 
one of the greatest evils of the entertainment world today—double feature 
bills.”78 Of course, movie executives like Bernhard were mostly thinking in 
terms of box office revenue, but his absolute condemnation of the “evils” of 
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the double bill at least hints that the discourse of film reformers regarding 
the practice had entered into the industry’s thinking about the best way of 
discussing the matter. To underscore the industry’s commitment to getting 
rid of the practice, the Herald listed thirty recent, successful films of con- 
siderable length. Capra had directed three of them (It Happened One Night, 
Broadway Bill, and Mr. Deeds Goes to Town), a number greater than that of 
any other director (George Cukor, Sidney Franklin, Henry Hathaway, and 
DeMille had directed two each).” 

Capra and his films thus became part of the proof of a kind of industry 
self-regulatory practice far less well known than the system of censorship 
administered by the Hays Office. In carrying out this practice, even though 
films designed specifically for double bills would continue to be produced 
in great numbers, the studios would see to it that they made enough films 
of such a length that they could only be shown alone, so as to blunt criti- 
cism of the more typical exhibition practice. As the article in the Herald 
pointed out, for the industry, running time in and of itself often signified 
“augmented prestige,” a cachet more difficult for an eighty or ninety minute 
film to acquire.®° Educators, on the other hand, looked for other qualities 
before anointing a given film. But by the late 1930s the film industry and 
film educators, so often at odds, agreed, although largely for different rea- 
sons, that Capra’s films stood out as entertainment of the highest quality 
and as an extraordinary brand of filmmaking that the rest of the industry 
seldom could match. 

Largely as a result, those organizations and media outlets catering to 
parents and committed to the general improvement of children and ado- 
lescents paid particular attention to Capra’s films. In spite of a broad re- 
ception context in which those films signified quality, however, there re- 
mained at least some room for different interpretive strategies and different 
attitudes about the fitness of the films for all audiences. Parents magazine, 
for instance, in its July 1936 “Family Movie Guide” listing of abbreviated 
opinions about current releases, gave general praise to Mr. Deeds Goes to 
Town, calling it a “unique comedy” with “deep human interest.” The ap- 
peal of that human interest, however, might only go so far. In the same 
issue, in a rating of the fitness of a number of films according to age group, 
the magazine found that Mr. Deeds would be excellent for adults and for 
those twelve to eighteen years old. It was given only a rating of “possible” 
for children eight to twelve years old.*! 
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“Suppose You Had Twenty Million Dollars 
Dropped into Your Lap” 


Just a few months later, in September, Agnes Benedict, one of Parents’ 
film experts, discussed her views in an article titled “What’s Ahead in the 
Movies.” ** Benedict praised the improvement in movies over the last few 
years, singling out the “screen versions of works by Shakespeare, Dickens, 
Tolstoy, Hugo, [and] ONeill,” and celebrating, as well, a new tendency on 
the part of the industry to “take chances” with such films as The Informer 
and The Story of Louis Pasteur. Then Benedict lauded the way in which 
“history is coming alive” with The Private Life of Henry VIII and the vari- 
ous biographical films starring George Arliss. In a final exultation of the 
new spirit in the film business, Benedict applauded the industry’s apparent 
commitment to examining pressing contemporary problems by saying that 
“social propaganda films such as I Am a Fugitive from a Chain Gang, Fury, 
[and] Black Fury .. . are handling social problems in a more moving way, 
as well as more frankly and honestly.” * 

In keeping with the usual discourse from film reformers about the neces- 
sity for both enrichment and escapism, Benedict claimed that “certainly, 
no one would wish all films to be ‘uplifting,’ or even educational.” To prove 
the point, she continued by stating, “a rousingly good comedy such as 
Mr. Deeds Goes to Town, such mysteries as the Charlie Chan series, thrill- 
ing travel pictures like Fang and Claw, certainly deserve all the popularity 
they have had with children and adults alike.” This constitutes the precise 
opposite of much of the educational discourse about Capra. In Kiesling’s 
formulation, Mr. Deeds stood out as a rough equivalent to film versions of 
Shakespeare or the works of the major novelists. For Benedict, Mr. Deeds 
represented the high end of what Hollywood had always done, that is, 
turn out matchless glossy entertainment. Along with praising Mr. Deeds, 
Charlie Chan, and Fang and Claw, she claimed that “the phenomenally suc- 
cessful musicals of Rogers and Astaire should have a niche all their own,” 
and that “Walt Disney might be called the Hans Christian Andersen of pic- 
tures.” In this widely circulated guide for parents, then, Mr. Deeds provided 
hope against the “over-sophisticated sex dramas and lurid crime dramas” 
that came in for special scorn from Benedict.** Finally, however, for the 
benefit of those parents and their concerns for the kinds of films their chil- 
dren saw, Benedict seemed determined to interpret Mr. Deeds not as a “so- 
cial propaganda” film, despite its handling of questions of wealth and re- 
sponsibility during the Depression. Instead, she grouped the film with the 
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fairy tale fluff of Astaire and Rogers (whose own films were inferior to “the 
beautifully screened version of the immortal Show Boat”), and the cartoons 
of the heir to Andersen himself, Walt Disney.*° 

Clearly, as the examples from Kiesling and Mullen show, there existed 
no necessary consensus about the meaning and use of various productions 
of unquestioned quality. This made for a range of opinions about such films 
as Mr. Deeds, which, for Benedict, stood out as terrific fluff, while for those 
who might have shared most of her ideas and goals it emerged as an in- 
tensely political motion picture, intimately tied to the economic context 
of the Depression. The Motion Picture and the Family devoted at least two 
columns to Capra’s film in spring 1936. In April, Sarah McLean Mullen, 
in her column “Films for the Pupil and Teacher,” proposed to discuss “the 
noteworthy accomplishments of the directors” of recent significant mo- 
tion pictures, and then proceeded to examine not only Mr. Deeds but also 
Two in Revolt (Glenn Tryon), The Great Ziegfeld (Robert Z. Leonard), 
and These Three (William Wyler). The analysis of the films tended toward 
the aesthetic: the “carefully photographed backgrounds” in Two in Revolt, 
the “prodigious number of persons, sets, and incidents” in the spectacu- 
lar Ziegfeld, and the “fastidiously” told story of These Three. Capra, too, 
came in for praise for the “rich humor” of his film, and for its effective 
mixture of the “ludicrous and the pathetic.” But Mullen ended her discus- 
sion of Mr. Deeds by calling it “a caustic commentary upon the foibles of 
mankind.” * 

Mullen’s analysis provides a 1930s auteurist discourse that matches that 
of Edgar Dale in his textbook’s discussion of the significance of the director 
(and his downplaying of the contributions of such performers as Shearer 
and Hayes). Like Dale, she stresses story construction and technique, but 
Mullen also clearly valued Mr. Deeds as something of a political and moral 
document about contemporary “foibles.” Just as in her own work on film 
appreciation, then, which itself seemingly echoed the letters from the Kan- 
napolis students, Mullen here saw social commentary as very much a part 
of a film’s value and as very much a part of the director’s, or at least Capra’s, 
stock-in-trade. 

The experts who wrote for The Motion Picture and the Family favored 
many of the same films as did Benedict: Show Boat and Romeo and Juliet, 
for instance, in addition to Mr. Deeds.*’ At least in terms of Capra, how- 
ever, and unlike Ruth Benedict, the tabloid stressed the possibility, and even 
the educational benefits, of an overtly political reading of Mr. Deeds. In 
the May 1936 edition, Howard Le Sourd, dean of the Boston University 
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Graduate School, contributed an article titled “Lessons Learned from the 
Movies.” ** He began with a poem pointing out how “the horizons of young 
people are broadened by the movies,” and then moved on to Mr. Deeds. 
“Suppose you had twenty million dollars dropped into your lap,” he asked, 
“What would you do?” This sounds very much like an exercise being pro- 
posed for the classroom and addressed directly to students studying either 
film appreciation or the general effects of the Depression. 

In summarizing the film, Le Sourd wrote that “the case against [Deeds] 
was based principally upon his plan to give his fortune away, for money- 
mad people always think that there is something radically wrong with one 
who is not in complete control of his generous impulses.” The author went 
on to cite Deeds’s well-known speech from his sanity trial, about cars that 
can go up a hill “lickety split” and those that “sputter and shake and slip 
back to the bottom,” and about the necessity of helping those cars that 
“cannot make the hill.” In commenting on this use of the automobile as 
metaphor for the problems of the Depression, Le Sourd concluded by say- 
ing, “This philosophy of Mr. Deeds’, however, is not the philosophy of 
many of the so-called hard-headed business men of America,” and then 
added that “the theory of these and other supporters of ‘rugged individu- 
alism’ is that the cars that cannot make the hill can lie at the foot and rot— 
there will be just that much less traffic ahead.” 

This constitutes an extremely interesting political reading of the movie 
that is absolutely different from Benedict’s insistence on the film’s fluff. Le 
Sourd moves from using Mr. Deeds to ask a question about personal re- 
sponsibility in the face of receiving a huge inheritance to adapting Capra’s 
film to a progressive-era-style critique of modern capitalism, in which busi- 
nessmen have only exacerbated the problems of the Depression. Implicitly, 
too, Le Sourd answers the question he posed at the beginning of his article, 
thereby using his essay about the film, rather than the film itself, to instruct 
students in proper behavior during periods of economic crisis. Naturally, if 
they inherited twenty million, in spite of pressure from “rugged individu- 
alists,” they should act just as Deeds did and give much of the money away. 

Through his editorializing about wealth, charity, and capital, Le Sourd 
seemed actively to be trying to produce a politicized reception for Mr. 
Deeds on the part of students and also those teachers who may be using 
the film in class. This matches the reception context that at least some as- 
pects of the film industry attempted to create for the film. During the Jersey 
City run of Mr. Deeds in 1936, for example, the manager and publicist of 
the Stanley Theater cooperated with a local newspaper on a publicity stunt. 
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According to the Motion Picture Herald, a “photographer covered [the] 
streets stopping folks at random and distributing cards with space allotted 
to answer . . . [the] question, ‘What would you do if you inherited 20 mil- 
lion dollars?’ ” In this stunt, those who devised the best answers had their 
pictures in the paper and also received free tickets, which was clearly in- 
tended to increase public awareness of and interest in Capra’s film.”? While 
its goal may have been different, the discourse of the stunt matched almost 
precisely that of Le Sourd, who posed the same question. As a result of 
gimmicks like the card distribution and of educational instruction like Le 
Sourd’s, it might have become difficult to see Mr. Deeds, in spite of the 
best efforts of such experts as Benedict, without also asking oneself signifi- 
cant questions about wealth and responsibility during the Depression. In a 
rare instance, educational discourse matched industry ballyhoo to help con- 
struct Mr. Deeds for young people and adults as a significant social docu- 
ment that posed a question that, for Depression audiences, must have been 


a deeply charged one. 


The National Board of Review 
and the Adult Child 


This virtually identical usage by educators and publicists of Mr. Deeds— 
the same question being posed to students and to people on the street— 
indicates that at this time Capra’s films might have been thought to break 
down any perceived differences between young audiences and older ones, 
and might even have been invoked to support the wisdom of the film indus- 
try’s dominant production practice. During this period, and in the midst of 
significant debates about film censorship between the industry and a variety 
of organizations (church groups, educational groups, women’s organiza- 
tions, etc.), the motion picture industry opted for a code uniformly cover- 
ing all of its films, in theory making every movie available and suitable to 
a mass audience. In opposition to much of the discourse of the film edu- 
cation movement, then, the industry decided not to separate its audience 
by age and make films that could only be seen, for instance, by children 
over twelve or by adults (a strategy that would be adopted in the 1960s and 
after, with such designations as GP, R, and Nc17). The National Board of 
Review, perhaps because of its connection to the film business, or because 
of a particularly modern conception of children as fully rational citizens in 
an urban, technologized, consumer-driven democracy, directly supported 
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the industry’s approach, and at least tacitly confirmed the wisdom of asking 
kids and grownups the same question about Mr. Deeds. 

In its announcement of the results of its nationwide 4-Star and Young 
Reviewer clubs voting on film preferences for 1936, the board applauded 
the independence of these youngsters between eight and seventeen from 
know-it-all adults. “Quite oblivious to the solicitations of older people who 
claim to know exactly what children should like in the way of movies,” 
the board claimed, “the young people of America have just finished choos- 
ing the ten pictures they consider the best made in 1936.” Then the board 
quickly did away with any audience divide based on age, with the choices 
representing “a highly critical attitude on the part of the younger genera- 
tion to its motion picture entertainment, and in variety and intelligence of 
selection [ranking] very respectably with any similar list selected by adults.” 
Following this assertion came the list of the voters’ top-ten films: The Great 
Ziegfeld (Robert Z. Leonard), Anthony Adverse (Mervyn LeRoy), San Fran- 
cisco (W. S. Van Dyke), Romeo and Juliet (George Cukor), The Charge of 
the Light Brigade (Michael Curtiz), Mr. Deeds Goes to Town, The Story of 
Louis Pasteur (William Dieterle), The Devil Is a Sissy (W. S. Van Dyke), The 
Last of the Mohicans (George B. Seitz), and Mary of Scotland (John Ford).”! 

After this cataloging of 4-Star and Young Reviewer preferences, the 
board engaged in more of the anti-industry discourse that seemed to mark 
much of the movie discussion produced by the industry itself, whether from 
Terry Ramsaye writing in a prominent trade journal, film exhibitors (as in 
the examination in the next chapter of the reception of Mr. Smith Goes to 
Washington), or, as in this case, the National Board of Review. Implying 
that the film industry had no understanding of the preferences and desires 
of the child audience, or even of the best ways to represent children, the 
board made much of the fact that “for the second year in succession, Shirley 
Temple is conspicuously absent from the ‘best ten’ list,” and that so too 
were “all other cute kids, who usually annoy, rather than entertain, young 
audiences.” Further underscoring the apparent strangeness of members 
of the child audience—that is, their seeming refusal to act like children— 
the board then insisted that they had even more sense than adults in some 
instances, or at least than the women in the adult audience: “Love, as usual, 
took a pretty severe battering from youthful hands,” the board noted, “and 
Robert Taylor, who set many a female heart a-beating during the past year, 
has not a single picture listed among the first twenty.” 

Showing their eminent, mature good sense, the 4-Star and Young Re- 
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The National Board of Review announcing 
that its Young Reviewers and 4-Star clubs had 
chosen the ten best films of 1936. Mr. Deeds 
Goes to Town finished in sixth place. 

(New York Public Library) 


viewer audience only “found favor in [the] love scenes” in Romeo and Juliet, 
and these kids, though they “didn’t expect to rush out and read Shake- 
speare avidly,” still hoped “to see more of his works on the screen.” The 
announcement continues as something of a scientific document, report- 
ing on a dominant but previously completely misunderstood section of the 
audience. Implying the success of the antiracist mission of the film edu- 
cation movement, the board revealed that “one of the stranger results of 
the balloting was that in the small town of Welsh, Louisiana, The Green 
Pastures, which ranked eleventh nationally, was considered second only to 
Romeo and Juliet,” in spite of the fact that the film featured “an all-Negro 
cast.”°* Thus the markers of the maturity of the child audience, and even, 
perhaps, its superiority to the adult audience, were the literariness of their 
preferences, their disdain for sugar-sweet child stars, their dislike of the 
mushiness so favored by female fans of Robert Taylor, and their rejection 
of racism in their judgments of film quality. Clearly, the logic of the an- 
nouncement was twofold: first, adults needed to learn a great deal about 
the child audience; and second, adults indeed could learn a great deal from 
that audience. 

There is a social science certainty to the pronouncements of the National 
Board of Review, in spite of the fact that the data had not been gathered 
scientifically. Among a variety of expert opinions about children and ado- 
lescents in the 1930s, however, many of them focusing on the seemingly 
new problem of young people as consumers on a massive scale, there is at 
least some support given to the notion of the child as a protogrownup, as 
capable of mature, rational choices and desires. These findings only truly 
become possible in the 1920s and 1930s, the first time that educational 
theorists turned their attention fully to child development rather than to 
the field of “educational hygiene,” that is, improving the lighting in class- 
rooms, making sure students had eyeglasses if they needed them, raising 
the quality of school nutrition, and getting rid of the drinking cup and hand 
towel that serviced all of the kids in a classroom.”° 

In 1939, with this new interest in the intellectual and emotional status of 
young people, Edna Bailey, Anita Laton, and Elizabeth Bishop, all profes- 
sors of education or psychology, quantified with seemingly absolute pre- 
cision the developments of children from two years of age to eighteen. 
They found that the “emotional life” of the teenager was “rich and varied,” 
and that these same subjects had already reached an “adult level of intel- 
lectual abilities.” Perhaps most significant, in terms of movie preferences, 
Bailey, Laton, and Bishop determined that these same young people were 
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able to “establish their own moral codes and their own relation to the 
established order.” Even much younger children, those between eight and 
twelve, were notable for their “elaborately organized” playgroups, com- 
plete with “rituals [and] pass words,” and were also fully able to “apply . . . 
moral precepts.” *° 

Of course, experts pointed out significant differences between young 
people and adults, and noted that even among children and adolescents, 
intellectual, emotional, and moral development varied dramatically. Ex- 
perts during the period did tend to agree, however, on the previously un- 
acknowledged complexity of young people and on the nuances of their 
thought processes and actions. Now aware of all of this, modern par- 
ents might change their relationships with their children, stressing equality 
rather than absolute difference. Agnes Benedict, for instance, who wrote 
so authoritatively about film for Parents magazine, also cowrote a book the 
title of which, Your Best Friends are Your Children, indicated the “adult- 
ness” of the child and the possibility for new, mature interactions between 
parents and children.’’ 

These “friends” of their parents, these very modern children—or at least 
those who voted in the National Board of Review balloting—had a very 
special sense of the importance of Mr. Deeds Goes to Town. Of the ten 
films they preferred, five dealt with historical figures or subjects (Ziegfeld, 
Light Brigade, Pasteur, San Francisco, and Mary of Scotland); three came 
from major literary sources (Adverse, Mohicans, and Romeo and Juliet, and, 
additionally, in a blurring of the two categories, The Charge of the Light 
Brigade); and one dealt directly with a significant problem facing young 
people (The Devil Is a Sissy, about juvenile delinquency). These, of course, 
were always the favored categories of film reformers—history, literature, 
and contemporary dramas about major social problems. Only Mr. Deeds, a 
more or less original comedy-drama, stood out as something of a separate 
category —as, in fact, a Capra film—thereby signifying unproblematic and 
adult quality even though it could not be pigeonholed generically into one 
of the typically favored film groups. 

Mr. Deeds appealed to all groups in the Young Reviewers and 4-Star 
clubs. Continuing to show a sort of scientific impulse, the announcement 
broke up the voting by age and gender, indicating the point at which, for 
the board at least, children turned into adolescents, with each needing 
to be measured as a separate audience. Boys between eight and thirteen 
liked Capra’s film well enough, placing it tenth, but ultimately far pre- 
ferred the crime and excitement of The Devil Is a Sissy, which they put 
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in first place, while also valuing westerns (Texas Rangers) and sports films 
(The Big Game). Girls of the same age made Mr. Deeds the fourth best film 
of the year, while in general favoring musicals (The Great Ziegfeld, which 
they placed first, then Show Boat and Swing Time). Boys and girls between 
fourteen and seventeen showed the real maturity of the incipient adult, as 
these groups were the only ones to appreciate fully Romeo and Juliet, which 
placed first and third in each age group. These boys and girls were the 
most literary and historical of the bunch, with each enjoying, in addition 
to Shakespeare, Anthony Adverse, The Charge of the Light Brigade, and The 
Story of Louis Pasteur, with boys also favoring The Last of the Mohicans 
while the girls chose a film based on a recent literary achievement, Dods- 
worth. In spite of the presumed racial tolerance of the young viewer, only 
girls between fourteen and seventeen placed Green Pastures, with its “all- 
Negro cast,” on their top-ten list (it finished eighth), while both teenage 
boys and girls named Mr. Deeds their seventh favorite film of the year.” 

The following year, the boys and girls taking part in the balloting chose 
Capra’s utopian fantasy, Lost Horizon, as the fourth best film of the year. 
In another display of adult literary taste, the voters chose films based either 
roughly or directly on significant novels or plays, or in one case the biog- 
raphy of a great writer, as their top six: The Good Earth, Dead End, Cap- 
tains Courageous, The Prisoner of Zenda, and The Life of Emile Zola, in 
addition to Capra’s adaptation of James Hilton’s novel. Even more than 
the year before, the age and gender groups demonstrated a high degree of 
consensus in terms of favorite films, with the board’s press release under- 
scoring the maturity of the choices. “Past years have shown a close paral- 
lel between these young people’s selections and the adult lists,” the board 
claimed, alluding to a variety of ten-best lists made by critics, and then con- 
tinued that “this year’s choice would seem to uphold the Board’s belief that 
children have as discriminating an attitude toward the motion picture as 
theirrelders. 72? 

Because of its connection to the motion picture industry, the board had, 
of course, at least some vested interest in promoting a belief in the adult 
child, the better to counteract the various calls from different groups for 
stricter movie censorship in order to protect the young, unaware viewer. 
But other groups, unrelated to the industry, seemed at least somewhat to 
second the board’s construction of the child and adolescent spectator, with 
Lost Horizon emerging as one of the test cases of a young audience’s good 
judgment. In November 1938, for example, Joseph Mersand, director of 
the Institute of Adult Education in Brooklyn, wrote an article titled “Facts 
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and Fiction about the Educational Values of the Cinema” for the Educa- 
tional Screen. Mersand called for a much keener understanding of the young 
viewer on the part of educators, asking, “How many of us know the movies 
which our pupils see?” He then posed questions that scholars would do 
well to consider even now: “What do they think of [these movies]? Why 
do they see one movie rather than another? What do they think of double 
features?” As part of an attempt to answer these questions, Mersand re- 
viewed the results of a project in which 173 students were asked to rate all 
of the films they saw in September and October 1937 (because of the “star” 
rating system used these results almost certainly came from the National 
Board of Review’s 4-Star Clubs). Looking at the results, particularly at the 
students’ praise for Captains Courageous and Dead End, Mersand claimed 
that “certainly, teachers need not be pessimistic about the tastes of their 
pupils when the majority prefer such pictures.” 1° 

Lost Horizon also performed remarkably well in this student poll, par- 
ticularly considering that even though the film still played in some first-run 
theaters in fall 1937, it had premiered the previous February (Dead End, for 
instance, had opened in August, just in time for the two-month test). Of 
the 173 students involved in the project 27 saw Lost Horizon in either Sep- 
tember or October, and 25 gave the film the highest possible rating of four 
stars (the other two students awarded it three stars). No film seen by more 
than two students could match this percentage. In contrast, 49 out of 69 
students gave Captains Courageous four stars, while 55 out of 75 gave Dead 
End the highest rating. To the students in this control group of viewers, 
then, Lost Horizon more than any other film signified superior entertain- 
ment and helped provide the proof of Mersand’s faith in young viewers.1°! 

Professional educators who should have known better, like Mersand, 
displayed a scientific certainty in some very partial and highly suspect num- 
bers. By believing the statistics about Lost Horizon and other films, Mer- 
sand and others developed not only a notion of the child viewer as incipient 
adult but also as superadult, at least if some equally unscientific though 
compelling theater manager reports are to be believed. In the “What the 
Picture Did for Me” column in the Motion Picture Herald, local exhibitors, 
typically of subsequent-run theaters, sent in their opinions about movies 
they had shown in order to act as guides to other theater managers who 
may have been considering booking certain films or devising specific adver- 
tising strategies. Of course, these opinions about films were never unani- 
mous. But Lost Horizon, which proved to be a significant box office disap- 
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pointment, generated criticism indicating that many adult viewers neither 
appreciated nor understood it. 

From Conway, New Hampshire, for instance, an exhibitor wrote that 
the film would only “please the people who are fussy about their movie 
fare.” From another New Hampshire theater, in Penacook, where “audi- 
ence reaction was bad,” the exhibitor claimed that Capra’s film would “be 
best appreciated by the class trade.” The manager at the Princess Theater in 
Lincoln, Kansas, called the movie “one of the biggest and best pictures that 
has ever come out of Hollywood,” but warned, as well, that “the picture is 
not a small town picture,” and so his business was “just fair.” The theater 
manager at the Rialto in Paynesville, Minnesota, where business “was aver- 
age,” bluntly assessed his clientele by saying, “they couldn’t make heads or 
tails of it,” and that it was “just a little above the heads of the general run 
of patrons, as many asked me what it was all about.” !° 

These adult audiences rejected Lost Horizon, and in each case the exhibi- 
tor insisted that the film only appealed to a specific type of person (“fussy”), 
a particular social stratum (“the class trade”), specific demographic areas 
(“not a small town picture”) and precise intelligence levels (“just a little 
above the heads of the general run”). If this constituted the received opinion 
about the film, that its appeal was very partial and that this was compre- 
hensible largely in social and economic terms, then we can begin to under- 
stand more about the construction, on the part of experts, of the child and 
adolescent audiences. Dr. Mersand, the members of the National Board of 
Review, and others used findings from a few hundred students about Lost 
Horizon and other pictures to depict a nationwide audience of youngsters 
as fully mature, urban, educated, and, at the very least, middle-class con- 
sumers, who appreciated the finer aspects of American culture far more 
fully than many of the adult bumpkins in the hinterlands. For many, then, 
in both education and the film industry, this “modern” child or adolescent 
clearly signaled a shift in American culture and demographics and pointed 
to a future dominated by a “class trade” of enlightened grownups. 

This child would be the product of a combination of institutional forces. 
Will Hays, president of the Motion Picture Producers and Distributors As- 
sociation (MPPDA), ina “state of the industry” message in 1936, proclaimed 
that films such as Lost Horizon, Romeo and Juliet, Green Pastures, and Mary 
of Scotland indicated continuing “upward trends in motion picture stan- 
dards.” ! This certainly marked part of a continuing trend, throughout the 
19308, on the part of the motion picture industry to align its product with 
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New Research Exhibits Lend 
Added Interest To Film Study 


The central panel for the exhibit on Columbia’s “Lost Horizon,” 
Imed from the Hilton novel. 


Traveling exhibits of research 
stills to lend additional interest 
to the study of feature films have 
caught on. The popularity of the 
Romeo and Juliet exhibit has an- 
swered once and for all the ques- 
tion as to whether these exhibits 
are worthwhile adjuncts to film 
programs. Clubs, libraries and 
schools are clamoring for more of 
them. To meet the demand three 
additional exhibits have been as- 
sembled this month. 

One of the most fascinating is 


the series of research panels on 
Warner Brothers’ Anthony Ad 
verse. With a rich field to draft on 
in the combined romance, travel 
and historical setting of the book, 
the exhibit-makers have made the 
most of their material. The panels 
take us from the slave quarters at 
Felicity Hall and the author’s 
study through Anthony’s devious 
wanderings to the day when he and 
his small son set sail for America. 
Particularly effective is the panel 
(Continued on Page 5) 


From The Motion Picture and the Family, news in 1936 of 
the “traveling exhibit of research stills” from Lost Horizon 
and other prominent films. (Margaret Herrick Library, 


Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences) 


canonical literature and cultural uplift in order to demonstrate that self- 
censorship worked perfectly to regulate the studios’ product, with no re- 
quirement for any kind of local or national intervention. Indeed, as part of 
this program of improvement, the motion picture industry released “travel- 
ing exhibits of research stills” for clubs, libraries, and schools, so that chil- 
dren might learn more about the finer aspects of motion pictures.'™ 

The Motion Picture and the Family considered this such an extraordinary 
development, that the tabloid published a front-page story about the ex- 
hibits, and for the accompanying photograph chose a still from Lost Hori- 
zon (one of the first four films chosen for exhibition) showing the hyper- 
modernist architecture of Shangri-La. The Lost Horizon exhibit worked to 


guarantee the authenticity of the production, and also to introduce students 
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to a sort of ethnography of the Orient. As The Motion Picture and the Family 
pointed out, “color plates of native Tibetan costumes, from which the art- 
ists and costume designers worked in costuming the film, are sure to be 
coveted by teachers and librarians everywhere for their permanent collec- 
tions,” while also adding that there were “many beautiful stills of scenes 
actually in the production.” !° Thus, the film Lost Horizon became not just 
the adaptation of a significant novel from the period but also an ethno- 
graphic document, one perfect for teaching students about the customs and 
costumes of an “exotic” locale. 


Educational Uplift and Institutional Affiliations 


In so extending the site where young people might encounter Lost Hori- 
zon, from the theater to the schoolroom, the motion picture industry, under 
the auspices of the MpppDa, markedly aligned itself with the country’s edu- 
cational institutions and underscored its concern with creating worldly, 
knowledgeable young people. Other educational settings also came to be 
connected with the movies, and, in fact, advertised their own wares as well 
as those of local theaters. In 1936, for instance, the Cleveland Library insti- 
tuted its “Bookmarks of the Month” program, giving their patrons markers 
that promoted both education and commerce.’ In October of that year 
the library highlighted four films from literary sources: Ramona, Come and 
Get It, Dodsworth, and Lost Horizon. In the case of Capra’s film, as with the 
other movies, the bookmark first provided a summary (“Mysteriously ab- 
ducted by aeroplane in India . . .”), and then suggested related reading ma- 
terials (“The lure and mystery of the Orient recreated in these books . . .”). 
For Lost Horizon the library categorized this reading as “Mystic Tales of the 
East” (including Hilton’s novel), “The Roof of the World” (oriental travel 
writing by Westerners), and “The Philosophy of the East” (again, books 
by Westerners). At the bottom of the bookmark came the commercial pay- 
off: “Printed through the courtesy of the [name of theater] presenting Lost 
Horizon.” 

Here, then, the library and the motion picture industry, both often com- 
peting for the same young clientele (with the movies, of course, usually 
having the better of it), cooperated with each other on the one hand to 
promote “quality” reading, and on the other to develop a community’s 
sense of a theater’s good citizenship, commitment to a high-toned product, 
and concern with children’s education. Just as in Kannapolis, with the flu- 
idity between classroom, YMCA, and movie theater, here in Cleveland the 
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young person would be confronted by sites in seeming contradiction—the 
library and the movie theater —that instead worked together for the osten- 
sible benefit of children and adolescents. And, of course, the film education 
movement came to confirm all of these connections, extolling the manner 
in which important films could turn young viewers into more avid readers, 
and the ways in which those films themselves might teach those viewers 
important literary lessons (in the textbook Film and School, for example, 
Lewis and Rand single out Lost Horizon as an exemplary movie for studying 
proper story construction).'°” 

Film historians have spent a great deal of time studying the vertical inte- 
gration of the film industry during the classical period: the manner in which 
a few companies controlled film production, distribution, and exhibition. 
But the evidence from It Happened One Night, Mr. Deeds Goes to Town, 
and other Capra films demonstrates the importance of studying a sort of 
horizontal integration — that is, the connections between institutions bound 
by no formal corporate agreements. In this case, the film industry, educa- 
tion, and the library established a partnership in producing “quality” for 
a specific audience and distributing it to them (at various times religious 
institutions also took part in this relationship). In addition to film, another 
modern communications technology also came to be a part of this group: 
radio. Here too we may have to rethink our understanding of cooperation 
between industries. The film and radio businesses did, of course, cross- 
pollinate: by the late 1930s stars might go from one medium to the other, 
and even narratives “traveled” (Orson Welles, for instance, who himself 
would go from one medium to the other, produced radio versions of three 
Capra films—It Happened One Night, Mr. Deeds Goes to Town, and Lost 
Horizon).'°* But the two media also commented on each other, and this was 
particularly true in both network and local radio, which, as part of their 
presumed responsibility in public affairs and education, frequently aired 
programs about all manner of media; for instance, literature, music, and 
the movies. 

On 6 December 1939 station WNYC in New York broadcast an install- 
ment of the Your Child series, covering the topic, “children as movie crit- 
ics.” The program, “intended to help parents and children work together 
toward the building of a better world,” was sponsored by Youthbuilders, 
Inc., a club designed to encourage good citizenship in young people and 
one that seems to have been a New York rather than a national organi- 
zation. This did not stop the club from some impressive claims, however, 
among them converting German-American children from Nazism to ac- 
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ceptable American values, and convincing some other local youngsters to 
give up their growing faith in communism. Elizabeth Seiferheld and Sabra 
Holbrook, the latter an adult leader of Youthbuilders, hosted the program, 
and their guest on 6 December was Bettina Gunczy, the council secretry of 
the National Board of Review of Motion Pictures.1°° 

New York City owned and operated wNyc, and by the late 1930s a 
variety of city council members and borough presidents had lobbied, un- 
successfully, to have the station taken off the air for broadcasting “com- 
munistic propaganda,” or for refusing to provide enough time for airing a 
“Sunday morning communion breakfast of the Police Department’s Holy 
Name Society.” "° On the day of the Your Child broadcast, however, the 
station seemed to provide New Yorkers with fairly safe programming: a 
“sunrise symphony” at seven in the morning followed by more classical 
music, a late-morning discussion called “Turkey Faces West,” afternoon 
music and educational programs, and then news before the station signed 
off at 5:30 in the evening. Your Child aired at 10 a.m. 1"! 

Like so much of the film education movement, this program, on which 
all of the participants spoke with authority (broadcast transcriptions have 
been preserved in the National Board of Review files), certified the man- 
ner in which expertise in the cinema had come to be feminized. In addi- 
tion, as Michele Hilmes has shown, early programmers assumed (often in- 
correctly) that the audience for daytime radio was, primarily, made up of 
women.!? This program, then, hosted by women, was designed for a New 
York audience of women, and more precisely, given the information and 
classical-music dominated programming on WNYC, a more or less middle- 
class, educated female audience. 

For the women on this program, children, “with their fresh viewpoints, 
their way of bringing to everything a judgment uncolored by too much 
experience, or too many biases,” actually were the ideal movie critics." 
Indeed, according to Gunczy, children had become better movie critics 
than adults, because children concentrated on the “motion” in motion pic- 
tures and paid less attention to the dialogue. “This dislike for dialogue,” 
according to Gunczy, “makes the children real motion picture critics.” 
And these critics, if left alone, would display extremely adult preferences. 
Gunczy commented on the 4-Star Club selections for 1938, among them 
Capra’s You Can’t Take It with You and also such serious films as Marie 
Antoinette, The Citadel, Boystown, and Suez, as well as such unarguably 
high-quality films as Snow White. “Td like to point out to our audience,” 
program host Seiferheld stated, “that this is quite a mature list, and a dis- 
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criminating one too,” with the real lesson being that “it is possible for par- 
ents to rely on their children’s own sense of values far more than most par- 
ents suppose.” 11° 

These discriminating children, in their radio listening as well as in their 
movie viewing, preferred realism over “super-man” stuff, and they had 
learned their lessons about naturalness, in acting and also in dialogue and in 
setting, from a careful study of film in school. Gunczy advised that this very 
special, adult child might not necessarily be the average child but rather 
the one “who is probably studying motion pictures in his school English 
classes.” "!6 For this young but highly informed film critic, Capra’s films 
held a special position as those that signified absolutely the highest quality. 
Gunczy indicated that these students paid more attention to film directing 
“than the majority of adults,” and they were careful to watch for the “di- 
rectorial touch.”"7 As Gunczy recalled, in one questionnaire about pref- 
erences in movies, and demonstrating the acquired taste for the master di- 
rector, one student claimed that “when Frank Capra makes a picture you 
feel that the people are natural, that you could be put in their place.” 18 

Neither the guest nor the hosts of the program mentioned any other 
director. In citing the opinions of children, only Walt Disney came to be 
mentioned in terms approximating (or, actually, exceeding) those used for 
Capra, with one student, according to Gunczy, judging the cartoon pro- 
ducer “wonderful enough to rank among the great geniuses of all time.” 
Clearly, by the late 1930s, the filmmakers of quality, the ones who indicated 
the success of the film education movement and the potential of young 
people to make mature, informed judgments about their leisure activities, 
were Frank Capra and Walt Disney. The presumed female audience lis- 
tening to Your Child could rest assured that despite the shortcomings of 
so much of the product from the film studios, their children, if given the 
proper guidance in school as well as in the home, would gravitate toward 
the best Hollywood had to offer, toward the producer of Snow White, and 
the director of It Happened One Night, Mr. Deeds Goes to Town, Lost Hori- 
zon, and You Can’t Take It with You. 

By the time of the radio program, however, the uses of Capra’s films 
in schools, and the perception of Capra as an educational director whose 
films were perfectly suited to the needs of young people, had begun to shift. 
Within a few years, the place of Hollywood films in high schools appears 
to have changed, although, once again, precise information on curricula 
can be hard to come by. As the next chapter shows, Capra’s films from the 
end of the decade and the beginning of the next—Mr. Smith Goes to Wash- 
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ington (1939) and Meet John Doe (1941)—certainly seemed to have special 
appeal to students. In a mark of a possible transition in schools, however, 
this appeal apparently derived only in part from film appreciation units, 
while also coming equally from lessons learned in classes in civics and his- 
tory that had nothing to do with film. This may have had something to do 
with the subject matter of Capra’s movies from the period just after It Hap- 
pened One Night and before the entrance of the United States into World 
War II. Most of the films, including Mr. Deeds Goes to Town as well as You 
Can’t Take It with You, Mr. Smith, and John Doe, can easily be interpreted as 
extended lessons in the promises and problems of American-style democ- 
racy and capitalism. Indeed, perhaps because the civics lesson elements of 
these films were so overdetermined, a broad national audience made up 
of all age groups viewed these films as both entertaining and educational. 
If anything, then, the perception of Capra-as-pedagogue had only grown. 
High schools may have been teaching fewer class units in film appreciation, 
but now Capra’s films seemed perfectly suited to the educational needs of 
a national audience of children, adolescents, and adults. 

At the same time as this apparent expansion of Capra’s role in education, 
the possibilities for studying films in schools appear to have contracted. 
The early-to-mid 1930s boomlet in film education textbooks was over by 
the end of the decade, indicating, perhaps, that the Hollywood film had lost 
some of its significance in the curriculum. In addition, progressive educa- 
tion itself, which included at least some aspects of the film education move- 
ment but which had never become nearly as widespread as John Dewey 
and other adherents had hoped, no longer seemed capable of transforming 
American education. In part, progressivism met its match in the education 
for victory programs of the World War II era, with American education 
changing dramatically in 1942 as a result of the United States entering the 
war and the subsequent lowering of the draft age. 

As Richard M. Ugland has explained: “Government estimates [from this 
period] forecast that 80 percent of the nation’s 1,300,000 high school boys 
between 16 and 18 would enter the armed forces shortly after graduation,” 
while many of the remaining 20 percent, as well as a significant number of 
recently graduated girls, would enter war-related industrial work or obtain 
“essential community occupations.” ° To prepare for such activity, many 
government officials and school administrators understood that students 
would need a different kind of education. As a result, the federal govern- 
ment established the “High School Victory Corps” in order “to encourage 
and coordinate preinduction training for students in the high schools” and 
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to spearhead the schools’ response to the national emergency of wartime.’1 


The corps had land, sea, air, production, and community service divisions 
(the latter mostly for girls), and in order to become members of the corps, 
students “had to participate in a physical fitness program, study subjects 
useful to the war effort and be active in at least one wartime service activity 
such as farm labor, salvage, or child care.” By July, 1943, around 70 percent 
of the country’s high schools had adopted the program.!” 

Such a Victory Corps program would seem to leave little room for units 
in film appreciation, in particular given the antiwar stance of so much of 
the film education movement. If, however, after 1942 Hollywood films no 
longer were used in the classroom nearly as much as just a few years be- 
fore, Capra’s role as a film educator continued to increase. In the same year 
as the introduction of the Victory Corps in high schools, Capra officially 
became one of the principal “teachers” of millions of men beyond high 
school age—wartime inductees— when he began production for the Army 
Signal Corps of the Why We Fight and Know Your Ally films, which sought 
to educate viewers about the enemies facing the United States and the rea- 
sons for going to war against them, as well as about the fighting forces that 
were going into combat on the side of the United States. In addition to the 
average age of this new student audience being different from the one that 
analyzed Capra’s films in the 1930s, so too was its gender, as it remains 
unclear just how many women involved in the war effort saw the Signal 
Corps documentaries. In a number of ways, though—and this would have 
horrified many of the educational reformers and film appreciation teachers 
from the 1930s who hoped to use the cinema to promote a national anti- 
war movement—the foundation for this wartime use of cinema was built a 
decade before, when Capra’s films first played a significant role in teaching 
students to understand film as something other than mindless, unproduc- 
tive entertainment. 
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Chapter Four 
This Business of America: Mr. Smith, 


John Doe, and the Politicized Viewer 


n defending his 1987 nomination of Robert Bork to the Supreme Court, 

Ronald Reagan invoked another battle against all odds: “You may re- 

member,” his speech ran, “in the movie Mr. Smith Goes to Washington, 
when Jimmy Stewart stands in the well of the Senate and says that lost 
causes are ‘the only causes worth fighting for . . . ’m going to stay right 
here and fight for this lost cause even if this room . . . is filled with lies.’ ” 
Casting himself in Stewart’s role, Reagan then asserted, “So will I.” Five 
years later, discussing a politician who himself seemed to be playing a role 
popularized by Reagan, the Wall Street Journal likened presidential candi- 
date Ross Perot to “Jimmy Stewart in Mr. Smith Goes to Washington, the 
pure idealist who triumphs over corrupt insiders.” One year after this, in the 
Los Angeles mayoral race, candidate (and eventual victor) Richard Rior- 
dan used his campaign material to characterize his position in the contest 
“as the Southern California equivalent of Mr. Smith Goes to Washington.” | 

Half a century after its 1939 release, then, Frank Capra’s film had be- 
come a cinematic allusion par excellence in both local and national politics. 
The story of the ultimate political outsider served as the inspiration for a 
phenomenally popular president, for one of the richest men in the country, 
and for a lawyer/investor with a fortune of one hundred million dollars.? 
In other words, in this 1980s and 1990s incarnation, Capra’s film would be 
appropriated by powerful mainstream politicians seeking to make voters 
believe that they were, in reality, virtuous but defenseless Don Quixotes 
jousting at monolithic institutional windmills. 

My point here is not to argue with this use of Mr. Smith; rather, what | 
find interesting is the absolutely unproblematic interpretation of the film. 
This same reading is echoed in numerous movie reviews that use Capra 


as a kind of shorthand to indicate either the strength or deficiencies of a 
current film, or in newspaper arts-page features that discuss Capra’s films, 
Jimmy Stewart’s acting style, and Norman Rockwell’s paintings as a sort 
of 1930s American school of representation. In each case, the film becomes 
an eloquent if somewhat utopian assertion of universally recognized and 
understood democratic values.’ 

When the film first appeared in 1939 this was hardly the case. In fact, 
perhaps more than any other Hollywood film from the period, Mr. Smith 
Goes to Washington had a deeply charged history in terms of how a variety of 
audiences interpreted it and also appropriated it. Few other films so inter- 
ested the federal government. As much as any other movie, Mr. Smith had 
a place in debates about junior high and high school curricula. The sub- 
ject matter of very few Hollywood products so tied into a growing national 
awareness of the links between history and representation—in this case 
because this story of the proper exercise of government appeared during 
an era of major public displays of patriotism and the value of American- 
style democracy, such as the 1937-1939 celebration of the rsoth anniver- 
sary of the ratification of the Constitution. During a period when even 
Eleanor Roosevelt entered the debate over the propriety of playing “The 
Star-Spangled Banner” at movie screenings, Mr. Smith helped define the 
changing relationship between theaters and the filmgoers who went to 
them.‘ Finally, to my knowledge, no film from the period elicited anything 
near the response from motion picture exhibitors themselves when it came 
to describing audience reaction. 

In this chapter I want to study the very charged reception of Mr. Smith 
and of Capra’s next film, Meet John Doe. In each case there is evidence that, 
at least during certain periods, the cinema came to be seen both by “aver- 
age” viewers and by some who were not so average (theater managers and 
government officials, for instance) as contributing directly to regional, na- 
tional, or international discussions about political issues. For John Doe, my 
primary material is the fan mail that Capra received right after the open- 
ing of the film. For Mr. Smith, the primary evidence comes from a variety 
of industrial, educational, and governmental sources that cover two re- 
ception phases: the film’s initial domestic release and then its distribution 
overseas. 

When Mr. Smith Goes to Washington was released during the fall and 
winter of 1939-1940, the trade journal Motion Picture Herald provided at 
least a cautious guide to domestic audience response. Every week, the Her- 
ald ran a column called “What the Picture Did for Me.” There, exhibitors 
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would write in and say how their clientele responded to movies. This col- 
umn was meant as a guide for exhibitors on how to advertise films and 
what kind of business to expect, and so the demographic information was 
fairly precise. The column provided the location of the theater and the kind 
of audience that came to it. Race did not seem to register as a category, 
but profession often was explicitly stated, and class and ethnicity typically 
were strongly implied or occasionally clearly expressed (an audience might 
be listed as “general,” “rural,” “mining,” or “prisoners,” for instance). As 
Kathryn Fuller has explained, we can get something of a regional, small- 
town sense of a film’s reception from these columns. Fuller has written that 
“the overwhelming majority of contributors to the column were indepen- 
dent movie theater owners who operated 200-500 seat houses in towns 
of 5,000 or fewer people.” In terms of location, most of the correspon- 
dents wrote from “the Midwest, Plains and Mountain states, and others 
were from the Mid-South and northern New England, but very few were 
from the populous East Coast.”* Typically, descriptions of audience re- 
sponse might run seventy-five to one hundred words. It is a mark of the 
special reaction to Mr. Smith that many of the entries, sent in by pretty 
hard-boiled industry types, run several hundred words. As I explained in 
chapter 1, the Herald also offered detailed reports on film ballyhoo, helping 
us to understand the gimmicks that familiarized people with movies before 
they saw them. 

Coinciding with the 1939 release of the film, Educational and Recre- 
ational Guides, Inc., published an edition of Photoplay Studies on Mr. 
Smith.’ These studies were designed for use in junior high and high school 
film appreciation classes and came out regularly, typically covering films 
based on classic literature or detailing a particularly significant historical 
period (to my knowledge, the guide to Mr. Smith stands out as the only 
one of its kind; based neither on a famous literary source, nor a momentous 
event, nor the life of a well-known individual). Officially “recommended 
by the Motion-Picture Committee of the Department of Secondary Teach- 
ers of the National Educational Association,” these guides functioned in 
several ways in relation to reception and its regulation. They helped certify 
the educational value of a film at a time when, as I mention in chapter 3, 
many high schools were teaching motion picture courses or film units in 
other courses. In addition, the guides worked to equate film study with aes- 
thetic enjoyment; as the masthead states, the publication was intended as 
“a magazine devoted to photoplay appreciation.” By so stressing issues of 
cinematic form and quality, the guides also sought to assure a reading of 
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Mr. Smith on the part of students that made a critique of political systems 
far less important than narrative plausibility or character motivation. 

State Department documents from 1940 and 1941 that deal with the 
overseas exhibition of Mr. Smith Goes to Washington indicate how a group 
of government bureaucrats viewed the film. These documents also show 
how those same bureaucrats imagined that a foreign, perhaps anti-United 
States audience might receive the film, and then how department officials 
debated the possibilities for controlling this reception.” Indeed, State De- 
partment papers point out the perceived problems involved in showing 
Capra’s film to this arguably mythological and almost completely hostile 
foreign audience. Probably only one other film from the period just after 
the beginning of the war in Europe but still prior to U.S. involvement gen- 
erated as much governmental concern—Charles Chaplin’s The Great Dic- 
tator, from 1940. 


“T Am Filled with Song and Tears” 


Some of our most detailed indications of audience response appear in the 
“What the Picture Did for Me” column in the Motion Picture Herald. Ac- 
cording to that column, one of the standard responses to Mr. Smith was that 
of having a transcendental experience, of having life in the United States 
explained. A theater manager in Waldoboro, Maine, showing movies to a 
general audience, wrote: “I have just seen one of the greatest emotion [sic] 
pictures of my life. . . I am filled with song and tears and I am sitting on 
a mountain peak watching a new sun rising over this land . . . with a new 
insight on kindness, greatness—a new realization of the meaning of truth 
and freedom.” Similarly, from a theater in Newark, Ohio, catering once 
again to a general audience, the exhibitor implied that audiences were al- 
ready tired of the kind of superpatriotic spectacle that we associate with the 
war years and often assume that audiences were eager to watch. Mr. Smith, 
he wrote, “sells more sermon-pure Americanism the hard way than all the 
star-spangled purpose pictures of the period have managed to instill,” and 
he added that “the picture will bring to your patrons a spirit of patriotism 
they never thought they would ever have.”® 

This constitutes an extraordinary discussion of how theater managers 
and their clientele viewed the film. Further, this sense of being a spectator in 
front of “history” and “patriotism” had, by the time of Mr. Smith, become 
an especially important aspect of both American citizenship and participa- 
tion in all manner of cultural activity. For at least a seventy-five-year period 
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MR. SMITH GOES TO WASHINGTON: James 
Stewart, Jean Arthur, Edward Arnold, Claude nei 
Guy Kibbee, Eugene Pallette, Beulah Bondi, Ruth 
Donnelly—I have just seen one of the greatest emotion 
pictures of my life. It is a film called “Mr. Smith 
Goes to Washington.” I am filled with song and 
tears and I am sitting on a mountain peak watching a 
hew run rising over this land, States with a new in- 
Sight on kindness, greatness—a new realization of 
the meaning of truth and freedom. For once, and it 
is_a rare occasion indeed, I am proud to be connected 
with the cinema industry; thankful of the privilege to 
be one of that army of theatre managers whose duty 
tt now is to make certain that every citizen in his 
community is on hand when “Mr. Smith’ comes to 
town, My one regret at this moment is that a lack of 
foresight and of faith—however excusable because of 
Hollywood’s notoriously high percentage of disappoint- 
ments—caused critics of motion pictures to exhaust 
all of the superlatives in our language, so that when 
a truly great film arrives, sincere praise cannot be 
properly bestowed. 

The tears were in my eyes when the picture closed, 
and, all during, the power of the production caused 
the back of my neck to crawl. I am just as tough as 
any of you, possibly as sophisticated. Perhaps it is all 
done mechanically out there in Hollywood; perhaps 
you will cross this off as another rave and start lick- 
ing your fat thumbs to count dollar bills, but some day 
you will wander in and see it and if it doesn’t get you, 
doesn’t make you all Stars and Stripes Forever inside, 
it fs not because you are ‘‘superior’ and British, or 
es and Nazi; it is because you are stupid and 

t: 

“Mr, Smith Goes to Washington” should be shown 
to every member of the Senate and Congress, and if 
the outcome of this exhibition were a law making 
it compulsory for every citizen of the U. S. to see it, 
then I should be satisfied—even if an extra 10 per cent 
of the gross were exacted by the Government to go 
toward supporting not only those nearsighted men of 
movies who continue to feel the public must be treated 
as thou possessing their own ignorance, but also 
those w failures and in poverty, have attempted 
ressom the roots of our democracy. Played October 
D-3.—C. T. Cooney, Jr., Waldo Theatre Corp., Waldo- 
bere, Maine. General patronage. 


“T am filled with song and tears.” An exhibitor reports on Mr. Smith 


Goes to Washington in the Motion Picture Herald, 4 November 1939. 


before Capra’s film, as John Bodnar has shown, public memory (that is, 
commemorative and patriotic activity) had become increasingly national- 
ized and increasingly tied to strategies of representation. At least since the 
end of the Civil War, expanding business interests in conjunction with the 
government made cultural production the “natural” place to depict the na- 
tion’s history, to explain its government, and to promote unproblematic 
loyalty to its institutions. Thus was created an official culture that could be 
shared by all Americans despite deep ethnic, regional, racial, religious, and 


class differences.’ 
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Among other evidence of the construction of history and patriotism in 
such a way as to support a corporate and governmental status quo, Bodnar 
cites the national monuments built in the 1890s to celebrate Civil War sol- 
diers; the emergence of Abraham Lincoln as a symbol of the country’s 
unity during the same period; and also the various celebrations in 1892 
of Columbus’s landing, celebrations that tended to be organized by busi- 
nessmen and civic leaders and that stressed the connections between the 
quadricentennial, military readiness, and social order. Many of these late- 
nineteenth-century spectacles, however, were as much a tribute to tech- 
nological progress as to the possibilities for a national culture and shared 
national history. By the early twentieth century, particularly during World 
War I, there was a shift to an official culture that sought to construct con- 
sensus in the service primarily of democratic forms, with technology taking 
a decidedly secondary role.!° Throughout this period, the central theme 
of American history, as conceived by parades, Fourth-of-July celebrations, 
Civil War commemorations, and other city, state, and countrywide festivi- 
ties, was the evolution of a unified nation rather than the development of 
competing local interests. 

Concentrating specifically on the 1930s, Warren Susman has analyzed 
the construction of a national symbolism aided and abetted by massive 
technological and communication systems, and with dominant notions of 
history and patriotism now extending from national monuments and pub- 
lic parks to such everyday entertainments as movies and radio shows." For 
Susman, the New Deal achieved its success largely from the manipulation 
of a nationalized signifying practice that dominated not just government 
documents and activities but popular culture as well: for instance, the Na- 
tional Recovery Administration eagle, reproduced in the credits of so many 
movies, functioned as a symbol of restored economic stability, and Presi- 
dent Roosevelt’s fireside chats, broadcast over national radio networks, 
created a kind of national living room. Thus, Bodnar and Susman both sug- 
gest that by the late 1930s, largely because of the convergence of ideologi- 
cal concern and technological possibility, issues relating to citizenship, his- 
tory, and the country’s system of government had consolidated themselves 
around issues of representation, issues that exhibitors expressed in their 
commentary on Mr. Smith Goes to Washington and that also marked numer- 
ous forms of public display, leisure activity, and popular entertainment. 

The rsoth anniversary celebration of the ratification of the Constitu- 
tion, for example, held between 1937 and 1939, undoubtedly helped people 


equate momentous historical events with parades and ceremonial paint- 
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ings and even with postage stamps, as the commemorative imprintings of 
a number of countries made for frequent news items. Indicating a fully 
modern mobilization of mass media, advertising, technology, government 
purpose, and corporate enthusiasm, these celebrations maintained high 
visibility and effectively reached millions of people in department stores, 
schools, museums, and other public gathering places (in contrast, the cen- 
tennial celebration of 1887 to 1889 had been a bust).'2 The 1939 New York 
World’s Fair performed much the same function of using representational 
practice to create an official history shared by all citizens by featuring 
gigantic statues of great Americans like George Washington and regularly 
screening the film industry’s contribution to the fair—Cecil B. DeMille’s 
pastiche of great moments from the country’s past, Land of Liberty.” 

In keeping with those efforts described by Susman to sell the New Deal 
to the American public, the federal government added to this notion of 
legitimation through representation by finalizing its plans for the mall in 
Washington, D.C., with the construction of the Jefferson Memorial. So im- 
portant had this project become to arbiters of American culture that in 1939 
a work stoppage at the memorial turned into a major news story, with jour- 
nalists worrying over the prospect of an unfinished representation of the 
third president.'* Along with the government, most branches of the enter- 
tainment industry also engaged in the conflation of culture, democracy, and 
history. They did so in part because the public often indicated that it could 
not get enough of this sort of media edification and uplift, at least when the 
effort seemed serious and sincere, rather than the kind of mindlessly “star- 
spangled” spectacle that the Newark exhibitor dismissed as tiresome and 
ineffective. Of course, Kate Smith’s radio program was extremely popu- 
lar. But also, when cBs radio on its aptly named Pursuit of Happiness pro- 
gram broadcast Paul Robeson’s version of “A Ballad of All Americans,” a 
folk epic quoting liberally from the Gettysburg Address and the Declara- 
tion of Independence, Newsweek reported that “the results were startling. 
The demonstration in the studio continued for twenty minutes . . . switch- 
boards . . . were deluged with calls; letters poured in.” '° 

Finally, merging modern technology and a kind of representational 
mania, Mount Rushmore neared completion during this period with the 
unveiling in summer 1939 of the fourth and final presidential head, that of 
Theodore Roosevelt. This unveiling turned Mount Rushmore into an icon 
that contained all of American history, as Newsweek reported that “Indi- 
ans performed a pageant depicting the white man’s arrival in the North- 
west, and Rough Riders who served with Theodore Roosevelt looked on.” 
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In addition, the monument itself served to negotiate both modernity and 
the ancient, with the magazine measuring the mountain sculptures against 
the Capitol dome as well as the Egyptian Sphinx.’ Thus Mount Rush- 
more typified a 1930s cultural and political context in which it seemed 
that democracy could in fact be depicted and that representational prac- 
tice might not simply signify the historical but actually present it, virtually 
unmediated, to the public. 

One motion picture exhibitor, showing films to a general patronage, 
typified this slippage between the monumental, the historical, and the real 
and the importance of how all of this got represented, and he did so while 
providing his fellow managers with advice on how to sell the patriotism in 
Mr. Smith: “The Lincoln Memorial scenes alone will sell more America to 
them than any book or story ever published . . . The crackpots with a torch 
to burn may have the situation a little foggy, and to offset that just exploit 
[the film] as though it were [an] actual dramatization of the Declaration of 
Independence itself.” !” The film, then, practically became an actual histori- 
cal artifact, providing a representation of the signing of one of the sacred 
documents of the United States. 

Some exhibitors did indeed promote this angle in their ballyhoo for 
Capra’s film.'® The manager of a theater in Buffalo, “tying in with the local 
election . . . built an election booth, ballot boxes, etc., for his lobby dis- 
play” for Mr. Smith. “Standings of local candidates were changed daily on 
the blackboard,” and the display “also consisted of [a] regulation voting 
machine which was loaned by [the] local election board for the occasion.” 
Similarly, for a Chicago showing, “campaign headquarters were set up” 
advertising the film, with a banner proclaiming: “The people’s choice— put 
Smith in Washington for life!” For another Chicago showing, an exhibitor 
distributed Mr. Smith “business cards . . . with [a] handwritten message 
on the back reading ‘Sorry you were out when I called. Just wanted to say 
Goodbye before going to Washington, but you can see me at the Avalon 
[Theater].” 

Through this brand of advertising, theaters stressed the realism of the 
film, with Jeff Smith himself passing out business cards; with campaign 
headquarters being established; and with a blurring of the electioneering 
in the film and in local neighborhoods. As a result, before ever seeing the 
film, audiences might be prone not so much to believe unproblematically 
that which they would see on screen but to view the film as signifying the 


real, both in terms of a fictional character seeming like an actual one and 
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the film itself embodying the prized values of democracy: the right to vote 
and to have one’s opinion count. By serving as a message board about local 
elections or by simply implying the importance of voting through the estab- 
lishment of campaign headquarters, these theaters established their own 
civic spirit and their importance to the community. 

Thus the entire viewing context for Mr. Smith—including advertising 
gimmicks and lobby displays—worked to create a specific kind of relation- 
ship between the spectator and both the film and the theater, a relationship 
that assisted in the legitimation of a national culture of patriotism. Typi- 
cally, film studies has resisted analyzing the kind of spectatorship that ex- 
tends well beyond the time spent viewing a film. Simultaneous to helping 
construct a reading of the film, the advertising campaigns for Mr. Smith 
worked to create a response to the very act of going to the movies. Through 
advertising, the theater came to be equated with yet another private space 
where people could feel themselves to be both part of a greater commu- 
nity and also alone—the voting booth. The viewing context for Mr. Smith 
helped to establish a kind of democratic relationship between viewer and 
film in which watching the movie became the equivalent of exercising the 
rights of citizenship. 

Several managers, marveling at the apparent universal appeal of the film, 
used variations of such stock phrases as Mr. Smith “will click with the 
masses 100 percent” and do great business in the smallest town or the big- 
gest city. One theater manager, writing from Canada, also stressed the spe- 
cial class appeal of the film, saying that business was “big” and that this 
fact was especially telling because his theater was “strictly a class house.” 
These comments stand out as unusual in audience reports from the period. 
Throughout the decade, many managers emphasized the splits between 
small-town and big-city entertainments, as well as high-class and working- 
class films.?° Many of these same reports also stressed Capra’s skills as an 
artist: “Here is proven that the director is the picture,” for instance, or 
“How can you beat that Capra? If there is anyone I would like to meet and 
talk to in Hollywood, it is Frank Capra!”?! At this stage in his career, a little 
more than a year after Time magazine certified his celebrity by featuring 
him on the cover of the issue from 8 August 1938, Capra was being per- 
ceived as someone who spoke for the people (indeed, as someone a viewer 
might “like to meet” and “talk to”). His work seemed to transcend class 
and regional differences and to create consensus (a trait he shared with very 
few other filmmakers from this period, perhaps only with Walt Disney). 
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These reports from exhibitors give a clear indication that audiences 
wanted more motion pictures like Mr. Smith but also that they certainly 
did not expect them, primarily because of the motion picture industry 
itself. Despite the triumph of the nationalized representational practices 
described by both Bodnar and Susman and manipulated by business and 
government interests, Capra’s film shows how the conflation of popu- 
lar culture, history, and patriotism could in fact mobilize audiences to 
voice displeasure with corporate and elected leaders. For many viewers, 
Mr. Smith emerged not as a triumph for the film business but as a triumph 
in spite of it. One exhibitor wrote: “For once, and it is a rare occasion in- 
deed, I am proud to be connected with the cinema industry; thankful of 
the privilege to be one of that army of theater managers whose duty it now 
is to make certain that every citizen in his community is on hand when 
Mr. Smith comes to town.” 72 

Thus the reception of the film points out the manner in which low-level 
members of the industry —exhibitors—and probably many audiences, too, 
felt deeply dissatisfied with the industry. This dissatisfaction was differ- 
ent from the one historians associate with perhaps the dominant antimovie 
movement of the 1930s, that of the Catholic Legion of Decency, and fueled 
by such studies as those commissioned by the Payne Fund.”? This 1939-style 
sensibility about the cinema had nothing to do with the perceived licen- 
tiousness of movies or with their deleterious effects on children. Rather, it 
implied that the film industry should play a role as liaison between citizens 
and government and had been derelict in its civic duty to the American pub- 
lic. But the attitude toward Mr. Smith also shows the level to which many 
members of the industry sought to mobilize around products they believed 
in, to the extent that they could consider themselves a kind of people’s 
“army,” in the exhibitor’s words, bringing light to the masses. Capra’s film, 
which itself typified the manner in which issues of government and of rep- 
resentation merged, also became a symbolic call to arms, demonstrating 
the possibilities during the period for a kind of evangelical merging of gov- 
ernmental purpose and industrial practice. 

Just as the reception of Mr. Smith evidenced unhappiness with what the 
film industry had become, so too did it show dissatisfaction with what the 
federal government had turned into. Responses also indicated how repre- 
sentational issues seemed to crystalize, for the audience, their own uneasy 
relations with their national leaders. One exhibitor praised Jimmy Stewart 
for “pitching Mr. Smith down the throats of frantic Washington.” Another 
lumped Washington, the film industry, and the rest of the media together as 
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TIME 


The Weekly Newsmagazine 


() 


DIRECTOR FRANK CAPRA 
His stories convo mesich iis story. 
Ber Covvarad 


Capra on the cover of Time magazine, 8 August 1938, one of the surest 
indications of the director’s celebrity. The pipe, woolen plaid jacket, and 
vest indicate a professorial seriousness and intellect, but the partially open 
script is the sign of the hardworking Hollywood professional. The caption 


offers a hint of an extraordinary life: “His stories cannot match his story.” 


the combined enemy of the people: “Mr. Smith Goes to Washington should 
be shown to every member of the Senate and Congress,” and there should 
be a law making it “compulsory” viewing for every citizen, “even if an extra 
10 percent of the gross were exacted by the Government to go toward sup- 
porting not only those nearsighted men of movies who continue to feel the 
public must be treated as though possessing their own ignorance, but also 
those who . . . have attempted to poison the roots of our democracy.” ** 
He added that no one saw any insult to the United States in this film until 
newspapers started complaining about it (he referred here to newspaper 
criticism of the representation of journalists in the film and to coverage of 
the Senate’s own disapprobation after a special screening).”* So even within 
the industry itself there existed a sense of a conspiracy of which movies 
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and the other mass media were all a part, with Mr. Smith standing out as 
something of a miracle, as that which got made in spite of a governmen- 
tal/media monolith that opposed the common person. 


Education for Democracy 


Besides the hyperbole of proposing laws to make the film compulsory 
viewing, exhibitors made some very practical suggestions for ensuring the 
largest audience possible for Mr. Smith. One exhibitor wrote: “Play it and 
plug it r00 per cent over your usual budget. It will come back with interest. 
Your school teachers will send their pupils for one of the greatest lessons 
in the ‘American Way of Thinking’ they will ever get anywhere.” Similarly, 
the review of the film in the Motion Picture Herald stressed the educational 
value of Mr. Smith, turning the film into an exhibitor’s dream come true 
because of how it functioned as “a spectacle, a lesson and an entertain- 
ment” all at the same time.** Throughout this period, exhibitors typically 
tried to tie motion pictures into educational concerns, but the connection 
rarely seemed as self-evident as it did with Mr. Smith, and the exhibitors’ 
conviction rarely so heartfelt. 

By asserting the educational value of Capra’s film, exhibitors were in fact 
entering a much larger debate about the practicality and efficacy of teach- 
ing democratic values to adolescents and children. Between August 1939 
and January 1940, the national media made significant news stories out 
of Columbia University’s Congress on Education for Democracy; a high- 
brow journal’s special issue on “the challenge of democracy to education”; 
the White House Conference on Children in a Democracy; and the poten- 
tial of the National Council for the Social Studies to devise a method of 
building better citizens through education.*’ In addition, just as the media 
during this period became a site for depicting democracy, so too were they 
expected not simply to entertain the masses but to educate them as well, 
frequently about issues of perceived particular importance to Americans. In 
1939, for instance, both the cBs and NBC radio networks began ambitious 
art appreciation programs, What’s Art to Mes and Art for Your Sake. A pro- 
gram on the NBC Blue Network, America’s Town Meeting of the Air, regu- 
larly broadcast programs around such special issues as “How Can We De- 
fend Democracy in America Now?” while composer and public intellectual 
Deems Taylor broadcast a weekly NBC program, Musical Americana, which 
Newsweek said “flourishes a frank bias in favor of musical nationalism.” 28 

In the late 1930s, specialized journals aimed at educators engaged in a 
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serious discussion of the possibility of teaching democratic values to young 
children. Articles such as “Educational Planning in a Democracy,” “Edu- 
cation for Democracy,” “The Unique Function of Education in American 
Democracy,” and “Propaganda, Democracy and Education” generally sup- 
ported the notion of education-as-indoctrination with regard to American 
values, and even President Roosevelt weighed in on the issue. In an ad- 
dress to the National Education Association in 1938, he said that “for many 
years I, like you, have been a pedagogue, striving to inculcate in the youth 
of America a greater knowledge of and interest in the problems which, 
with such force, strike the whole world in the face to-day.”° Certainly the 
exhibitors who stressed the educational value of Mr. Smith, in particular 
its lessons for youngsters in “The American Way of Thinking,” were inter- 
ested in the box-office possibilities of selling the film to students. But they 
participated in a project that could seemingly be shared by all Americans 
and by all forms of cultural production. All adults, from film exhibitors 
to presidents, had a responsibility to instruct kids in the marvel of democ- 
racy, and all popular culture entertainments could be judged and enjoyed 
in relation to the political lessons that they taught. 

The Photoplay Studies guide for Mr. Smith Goes to Washington, however, 
shows that the discourse about education at this time did not unproblemati- 
cally concern itself with the necessity of teaching democracy to the masses. 
In its seventeen pages the guide introduced students to the plot of the film 
and its production history, and provided “Questions for Classes in Civics” 
as well as “Questions about Washington” and “Questions on Cinematic 
Treatment.” All of the sections were prepared by experts—a high school 
principal, the president of the New York City Association of Civics Teach- 
ers, and National Education Association officials. Immediately, in its open- 
ing paragraphs, the guide sought to persuade students not to view the film 
politically: “Mr. Smith Goes to Washington . . . stands or falls . . . solely on 
its cinema merits . . . even the dialogue should be considered first of all as a 
contribution to cinematographic qualities: and so too should be judged the 
complications and interweavings of the plot, the motivation of the charac- 
ters, the realistic truth of the background. To classes and students of movie 
enjoyment and appreciation, consequently, this first advice should be given: 
consider Mr. Smith Goes to Washington as a movie.” *° 

Then, in an implicit critique of the film’s apparent ideological position 
(and of the more overtly political projects of the film education movement 
from earlier in the decade, which I discussed in chapter 3), the guide in- 
structed each student to disregard any possible link between Mr. Smith and 
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Frank Capra, Direcror or “Mr. Smit Gors TO WASHINGTON,” AND JAMES STEWART 


Capra and James Stewart on the cover of the Photoplay Studies 
guide to Mr. Smith Goes to Washington. (Margaret Herrick 


Library, Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences) 


contemporary events. The film undoubtedly had a basis in “many recent 
occurrences enacted on the American scene and reported in newspapers.” 
But students should ask themselves “whether the process of highlighting 
[these occurrences] has been carried too far, whether the total result is plau- 
sible, whether a wrong impression of American political life is given, and 
whether the total effect has been exaggeration rather than a truly artis- 
tic effect.”*! For the study guide, the film’s criticism of governmental sys- 
tems could only be judged aesthetically, with students learning about nar- 
rative plausibility and with the language of the guide itself suggesting that 
Mr. Smith had indeed gone “too far.” 

The study guide’s questions inspired by the film seem dryly informa- 
tional (“Why was a successor to the late Senator Foley not elected immedi- 
ately by the people?” “Who is the Senior Senator from your state?” “How 


did it happen that Washington was made the nation’s capital?” “In what 
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noted but still unfinished cathedral is Woodrow Wilson, the World War 
president, buried?”).>? Other parts of the guide pose an early auteurist dis- 
course about the film’s director (“more important than the presence of a 
competent acting cast is the fact that the whole production has been under 
the guidance of Frank Capra”).° The project of the guide, then, anticipates 
Lauren Berlant’s thesis on Washington discourse in general. In her analysis 
of a 1990s appropriation of Mr. Smith—an episode of The Simpsons tele- 
vision program called “Mr. Lisa Goes to Washington” —Berlant writes that 
this discourse “is already all about the activity of national pedagogy, the 
production of national culture, and the constitution of competent citizens,” 
particularly among young children and adolescents.*+ Photoplay Studies pro- 
vided just this kind of training (although, of course, it is impossible to tell 
how seriously any student took this instruction). The guide to Mr. Smith 
gave students a seemingly thorough lesson in citizenship—who senators 
are, for instance, and how they are elected—and in the history that all citi- 
zens needed to know. But the guide also added an aesthetic dimension to 
that citizenship with its questions and commentary about cathedral archi- 
tecture and Capra’s direction. In this “construction of a patriotic youth 
culture,” to use Berlant’s phrase,>* the study guide insisted that the nation’s 
capital and American history and aesthetic accomplishment were in fact 
complementary categories that created a logical, nonthreatening, smoothly 
working system of power relations between people and institutions. 


The Problem “Below the Rio Grande” 


In reviewing Mr. Smith for overseas exhibition, particularly in Latin Amer- 
ica, State Department officials also expressed an interest in the educational 
value of the film. They concentrated, however, much more on what the film 
might teach a national body politic rather than an adolescent one. But first 
I need to point out here that the very fact of the State Department’s inter- 
est indicates a special status for Mr. Smith. Of course, the federal govern- 
ment regularly looked for ways to use the film industry to further foreign 
policy (arranging star tours of various countries, for instance, or producing 
propaganda films for countries perceived to be within the United States’s 
“sphere of influence”).** And, as I showed in chapter 2, the State Depart- 
ment worked in particularly fraught exhibition cases as a liaison between 
the American movie studios and foreign governments. On a film-by-film 
basis, however, the State Department did not involve itself in the overseas 
details of the U.S. film business. Only when a private citizen or govern- 
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ment bureaucrat brought a problem to the department’s attention did offi- 
cials start to weigh in on the merits of an individual movie. In the case of 
Capra’s film the documents provide an indication of how the State Depart- 
ment assumed the film would be received, but they also give a much more 
thorough account of how department officials themselves interpreted the 
film. Further, their language in discussing Mr. Smith indicates their own 
anxiety about the place of the United States in global politics. 

The documents show much of the same anti-Washington tension that 
the exhibitors wrote about in “What the Picture Did for Me.” The issue, 
though, was not that of Washington versus typical U.S. citizens but rather 
Washington against the world and, more specifically, those developing 
countries in Latin America that may not have made the kind of commit- 
ment to democracy that the U.S. government would have liked. In this de- 
bate about relations with Latin America, Mr. Smith became a lightning rod 
through which State Department officials could register concerns with the 
film industry and censorship and about exporting U.S.-style capitalism and 
political systems. 

In March 1940 Thomas Burke, chief of the Division of International 
Communications, composed a memo that discussed the problems facing 
the film industry and the federal government, and the contradictions that 
emerged from these difficulties. He wrote that motion picture markets over- 
seas had dried up considerably, largely because of the war and of foreign 
censorship restrictions. He went on to say that “censorship is one of the 
main threats that confronts the motion picture industry on the western 
hemisphere” and that the industry had “called upon the [State] Department 
for assistance perhaps more frequently than ever before in its history.” He 
added that “it seems reasonable to say that our ability to ride successfully 
through the morass of censorship is in no small measure based upon the 
respect and confidence which we have instilled in the minds of both gov- 
ernments and governed in the Latin American area . . . [where] democracy 
is ridiculed as an impractical device by certain of the totalitarian govern- 
ments.” Then the memo cautioned that “it seems incredibly inconsistent for 
any American commercial enterprise which thrives on United States pres- 
tige to abet the hostile propagandists by ridiculing” democratic systems.37 

Thus the State Department’s perception of Latin America created a 
puzzle. Censorship was an evil that threatened the film industry. But in 
places where democracy was ridiculed, why allow U.S.-made, arguably 
antidemocratic, artifacts to flourish? And this was where Capra’s film came 
to the department’s attention and where different kinds of reception prac- 
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tices would be acknowledged. The author of the memo and his associates 
saw the film as “a bit of buffoonery.” But they were not convinced that the 
film would be received in this manner in Latin America. In fact, the memo 
pointed out “the serious damage that might result from showing such a 
film outside the United States and particularly below the Rio Grande.” ** 

The same sentiments turned up in a number of memos. In September, 
for instance, the chargé d’affaires in Bangkok wrote that while Mr. Smith 
constituted excellent entertainment “for home consumption . . . [it] should 
never be permitted to be shown outside of the borders of the United 
States.” Even when officials decided to oppose censoring the film, they 
viewed Mr. Smith as a dangerous movie, and their language shows how the 
film spoke quite directly to nationalist, masculinist concerns. A few days 
after he wrote his first memo about Mr. Smith (and subsequently had a 
department official question his call for banning the film), Burke reversed 
his resistance to Capra’s movie.*? Nevertheless, he added that “in order 
to establish our national virility,” the United States need not go out of its 
way “to establish our susceptibility to sin,” as Mr. Smith seemed to do. For 
Burke, the film demonstrated to “our neighbors the fact that we are ‘muy 
hombre,’ ” but did so in the worst possible way, by implying that the United 
States was “basically corrupt.” *! 

What I find especially interesting here is not so much a concern with 
how “natives” might receive the film but with how the United States itself 
would be “received” in Latin America. The entire Southern Hemisphere 
seemed to mobilize northern fears of being feminized among the Latinos, 
of not being quite virile enough. In this instance, the discourse of at least 
some government officials created a kind of homosocial sphere of influence, 
where “our” men must be shown to be more manly than “theirs.” If this 
were true, it might give us a better understanding of the discomfort with 
Capra’s film, which takes the shape of an oedipal drama about sons slay- 
ing fathers and ends with the male hero having passed out, and then, a few 
moments later, Clarissa Saunders—the woman who acts as Senator Smith’s 
political mentor—screaming “yippee.” 

Anticensorship sentiment prevailed at the State Department, although 
most of the memos discussed sitting down and talking with Will Hays 
about how such a movie could have been made in the first place. Typically, 
the tone was friendly but firm: “It is my understanding that it has been our 
policy to bring to the attention of Mr. Hays instances where the Depart- 
ment . . . considered that the susceptibilities of our friends south of the Rio 
Grande have been offended by American-made motion pictures. I believe 
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that this policy is absolutely sound and should be continued.” #2 State De- 
partment and diplomatic officials generally disapproved of the film, citing, 
among other things, its “malicious ridicule” of U.S. governmental insti- 
tutions and the manner in which it worked to “distort the facts in re- 
gard to American life.”*? But most of these officials also tended to doubt 
that they should routinely “express views concerning specific commercial 
pictures.” “4 Moreover, they worried whether it would not be “highly un- 
desirable if a member of the Congress used the personal opinions of our 
officers as the main basis for an arraignment of the motion picture indus- 
try?”** Many members of Congress criticized the film industry for every- 
thing ranging from block-booking practices to producing interventionist 
propaganda to moral lapses, and official State Department action against 
Mr. Smith may have allowed them to assume that they had the backing of 
the federal government in their attacks against Hollywood (indeed, after 
the 1939 Washington preview of Mr. Smith, a number of senators vowed 
to pursue with new interest a variety of antitrust measures against the film 
studios).*¢ 

Thus the case of Mr. Smith pointed out the delicate balance between vari- 
ous segments of the industry and the government and the strains caused by 
conflicting goals: promoting the film industry versus promoting the United 
States’s interests around the world. The Hollywood studios needed the State 
Department’s help in dealing with overseas markets and so might have been 
susceptible to pressure concerning film content. But the department itself 
had to be careful to maintain the appearance of a hands-off relationship 
rather than a regulatory one with private corporate production. Indeed, 
one of the sustaining myths of American capitalism has been that of the 
laissez-faire attitude of the government toward business, even during a cen- 
tury of increasing regulation. Furthermore, the State Department, at least 
in 1940, sought to separate itself from those members of Congress who vig- 
orously agitated for increased government supervision of film production. 
And besides, in 1940 the department had better ways to spend its time than 
monitoring individual movies. 

Even so, the decision to permit the overseas exhibition of Mr. Smith was 
a difficult one for department officials. Much of the evidence that convinced 
them came from the American Consulate in Switzerland, where the recep- 
tion of the film demonstrated its potential for promoting democracy rather 
than the opposite. The American consul general there (felicitously named 
James Stewart) wrote to the State Department, saying that the film had 
been playing to packed houses and had “achieved a position as a symbol of 
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democracy in this country, probably never enjoyed by any other character 
originating in the United States.” In fact, progressive leaders in Switzerland 
had decided to use the film “to attack . . . the antiquated principles of the 
Federal Parliament” and to work for “parliamentary reform.” *” In the State 
Department’s understanding of reception, then, Mr. Smith functioned to 
criticize the United States only in “uncivilized” places. But in “civilized” 
ones like Switzerland, the film served to posit the United States as a model 
of the possibility for democratic reform. 


Assessing Reception 


How can we make sense out of these multiple discourses? Two of them 
seem in absolute opposition to each other: the exhibitors’ discussion of the 
film, which primarily detailed a domestic response; and the analyses from 
the federal government, which speculated on a potential global reception 
of the film. Clearly, both demonstrated a deeply felt, though contradictory, 
antagonism toward the motion picture industry. Exhibitors were furious 
that this kind of film rarely got made; State Department officials were up- 
set that this type of film got made at all. Everyone felt that the film raised 
issues of the efficacy of democracy, but in different ways in different places 
and to different ends. 

All of the discussions about Mr. Smith demonstrated a consensus in 
terms of method and goal. That is, motion pictures possessed a powerful 
ability to indoctrinate, and the spread of democratic institutions consti- 
tuted a fitting national project. But they demonstrated absolute fracture 
when it came to determining the best way to indoctrinate and discern the 
meaning of democracy. That break became apparent in the tension between 
the industry and “the people.” But it was no less evident in the interactions 
between those institutions that we might tend to think of as monolithically 
conforming to a dominant ideology —the motion picture industry and the 
federal government—even as the country moved toward a period of war 
marked by increased efforts on the part of government and business to build 
consensus. 

In the final analysis, this rhetoric of Mr. Smith’s reception may well con- 
struct interpretations that are “false” —simple binary oppositions between 
the “little people” and the federal government, as in the case of the film ex- 
hibitors, or irrational concerns about degrees of manliness, which we find 
in the State Department documents. But these interpretations are them- 
selves nonetheless “real,” that is, deeply felt and capable of mobilizing a 
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great deal of activity. Here we might follow Paul Virilio and keep in mind 
that the conflation of representation and government that held such a cen- 
tral role in the exhibitors’ reports had its full effect in a devastating global 
war that started in the same year that Mr. Smith was released." And cer- 
tainly, concerns about U.S. virility versus that of the Third World continue 
to be played out, not only discursively, as in the memos about Mr. Smith, 
but also in the implementation of U.S. global policy. 


“This Business of America”: 
Fan Mail and “Meet John Doe” 


In contemporary film studies, the voices of “average” moviegoers typically 
have been lost. Consider the voice of Mrs. E. Coate, who wrote the follow- 
ing letter to Frank Capra in June 1941: “Yesterday morning at 2 A.M. we 
were seeing our eldest son Denny, with 45 others, off for an Army Camp 
somewhere. At 2 P.M. of the same day, we were seeing our first Frank 
Capra picture, Meet John Doe. My! What a picture, just what this old world 
needs.” 4? For Mrs. Coate, seeing Capra’s latest film marked an intense con- 
flation of real-life problems —losing a son to military service and an almost 
certain war—with the fictional ones of the film. In addition, such highly 
personal concerns combined with those that were, in fact, global. The film 
not only helped Mrs. Coate through a difficult period but was precisely 
“what this old world needs.” This letter to Capra indicates a need to thank 
the film director and to tell him that, rather than allowing Mrs. Coate to 
forget about her difficulties for two hours, Meet John Doe helped her to 
contextualize them and to see them in relation to the issues that his film 
addressed. 

We have very little understanding of this kind of complex and deeply felt 
response to films from this period, largely because the study of the audience 
of which Mrs. Coate was a part presents such serious problems, both meth- 
odologically and practically. It is impossible, for example, to produce any 
reasonable kind of ethnography of the 1940s film audience to match the one 
that David Morley has constructed, through interviews and a careful pro- 
cess of selection, for the contemporary British television audience.*® More- 
over, the evidence of the historical audience’s responses to films, probably 
ephemeral in the first place (preview cards, diary entries, and so on), 1s ex- 
ceedingly difficult to come by. 

As I hope to show with this project, however, although methodological 
constraints remain, film studies has begun in earnest the project of histori- 
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cizing the film spectator. Among the most compelling work is that which 
indicates an interest, on the part of certain audiences, in a cinema that ad- 
dressed concerns of political importance. For instance, Janet Staiger has 
examined the mixture of spectatorial and political desire as it became ap- 
parent in a very specific group of viewers—film critics of the 1920s. Staiger 
has found that reviewers for ostensibly nonideological periodicals, such as 
the trade journal Variety, quite explicitly developed an aesthetic based as 
much on a film’s expression of hyperpatriotic nationalism as on its ma- 
nipulation of such formal categories as narrative or visual style. In perhaps 
the most detailed analysis of an audience’s political expectations and plea- 
sures, Steven Ross has shown that in the years leading up to World War 
I a wide audience existed, in New York and perhaps elsewhere, for labor 
union-produced feature films about unfair economic practices.* 

Thus we have evidence that, at least during certain periods, the cinema 
came to be seen by many average viewers as contributing directly to re- 
gional or national discussions about political issues. In the following sec- 
tion I examine film spectatorship from just such a period, the very early 
1940s. My primary source of information here is the fan mail—and I 
use this term loosely to include both enthusiastic and critical letters—that 
Capra received in 1941 just after the opening of Meet John Doe. Several 
significant questions arise from these fan-generated texts about the film: 
When, why, and in what manner did audiences perceive that a major Holly- 
wood production spoke to national concerns or embodied a national con- 
sensus? What were viewers’ expectations of a Capra film, and what plea- 
sures did his work generate? Finally, what role did certain segments of the 
audience expect a film celebrity of Capra’s status to play within the national 
political scene? 

The letters about Meet John Doe indicate that for many film viewers the 
Hollywood cinema needed to engage more directly with issues of perceived 
importance. Even more broadly, for reasons that are not altogether self- 
evident but that may have had something to do with the era’s economic col- 
lapse, during this period there seems to have existed no necessary contra- 
diction between consuming all manner of popular culture for entertainment 
and escape, and consuming it for at least a degree of political edification. 
By the time of Doe’s release, as Barbara Foley has pointed out, the prole- 
tarian novel had become an accepted (and occasionally best-selling) liter- 
ary genre, one even occasionally spoken of admiringly by such arbiters of 
middle-class taste as the New York Herald Tribune and the Saturday Review 
of Literature.** During the same period, the populism of the previous cen- 
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Left: A fan writes to the director: “Mr. Capra, why not make another picture somewhat like 


Meet John Doe? Have it based on Defense and our Morale.” (Wesleyan Cinema Archives). 
Right: Another letter about Capra’s film: “I enjoyed Meet John Doe very very much and feel 


we need more pictures like it.” (Wesleyan Cinema Archives) 


tury received its first serious scholarly attention with the 1931 publication 
of John D. Hicks’s The Populist Revolt, and at least some limited popular 
success with C. Vann Woodward’s 1938 biography Tom Watson: Agrarian 
Rebel, which told the story of the populist hero. This interest in a politi- 
cized popular culture came from both the Left and the Right, from those 
who made Upton Sinclair’s I, Governor of California a best-seller, to those 
who listened to Father Coughlin’s weekly national radio broadsides against 
Jews and Communists. 

This is not to imply that the readers of proletarian novels, or those with 
an interest in nineteenth-century political history, or those who sympa- 
thized with the socialist Sinclair formed the central audience for Capra’s 
films. But by 1941, as I will show, there was a broad field of cultural pro- 
duction aligning not only literature, history, and political tracts, but also 
school textbooks, radio music programs, public assemblies, and even the 
occasional gossip column, with discussions of pressing national issues. As 
the case of Mr. Smith Goes to Washington made clear, by the end of the 1930s 
at least some fairly large segments of the motion picture audience hoped 
for Hollywood to deal more realistically with pressing political issues, and 
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these audiences celebrated Capra for standing out from the rank and file 
of film directors because of his willingness to interrogate issues of wealth, 
corporate power, and government corruption. 

The era’s discourse on Capra himself demonstrates that a popular cul- 
ture that stressed politics over pure escape, and that attempted a critique 
of capitalism and the fabulously rich, might attract any number of eager 
viewers. By the late 1930s, Capra was one of the few Hollywood directors 
to have emerged as a major celebrity, one who attracted a great deal of at- 
tention from media and from fans. This attention, in Capra’s case, typically 
centered as much on his politics as on his filmmaking abilities. 

In 1938, even the magazine of homespun Americana, the Saturday Eve- 
ning Post, wrote admiringly of Capra’s reception in the Soviet Union 
and implied that a Communist audience understood democratic values 
far better than government officials in the United States: “For painting 
America as he sees it, [Capra] is regarded in Moscow as a Utopian dreamer 
. . . Travelling in Russia after Mr Deeds [Goes to Town] appeared, he 
was hailed as a comrade, a world improver and a Red propagandist. In 
their enthusiasm over Capra’s portrait of an American philanthropist [in 
Mr. Deeds], the Soviet critics showed themselves far behind the advanced 
thinkers of Washington, who want to abolish the American philanthropist 
because his money is needed to buy votes with.”°? While the Post certi- 
fied the filmmaker’s patriotism (“Capra likes American institutions”), the 
magazine posited him as a version of one of his own heroes, battling against 
institutional forces that have a knee-jerk response to all social criticism and 
political debate: “Capra says the best thing he ever worked on was Soviet, 
an unborn photoplay. He was getting ready to shoot it for Metro-Goldwyn- 
Mayer, when the company decided it was full of controversial dynamite 
and put it on the shelf.” % 

In 1940 the New Yorker, a magazine with a decidedly more intellectual 
and elitist approach than the Post, titled a profile on Capra “Thinker in 
Hollywood,” and referred to him as “the most thoughtful man in the in- 
dustry.” The magazine also admiringly stressed the connection between 
Capra and Communist ideology, saying that, “in Russia, the point of view 
he had displayed in Mr. Deeds caused him to be well received by Soviet 
officials.” °° Writers for mainstream magazines apparently saw no problem 
in constructing Capra as someone who embodied the best in the United 
States by incorporating that which was best about the Soviet Union. Al- 
most certainly, part of the enthusiasm for Capra’s films came from the 


audience’s willingness to have their own political institutions criticized, 
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and to have solutions posited that could, in some sense at least, be labeled 
“Communist,” but that still posed no conflict with perceived basic Ameri- 
can values, and that of course signaled no endorsement of Stalin or the 
Soviet Union. 

Indeed, this position formed one of the defining characteristics of the 
19308-style populism embodied not only by Capra but by, among others, 
such disparate characters as Father Coughlin; advocate for the elderly, 
Francis Townsend; Louisiana governor Huey Long, and even Franklin 
Roosevelt—that is, a serious critique of wealth and class inequality and 
a concomitant belief in a mixture of egalitarianism and the kind of activ- 
ist Christianity endorsed by Pope Pius XI’s 1931 encyclical, “On Recon- 
structing the Social Order.” ** The fan mail for Meet John Doe exhibits the 
same kind of commitment, but beyond this, and beyond the conviction that 
the cinema should address significant issues, the letters show no necessary 
formal or ideological consistency and range from Mrs. Coate’s family melo- 
drama to more overtly political tracts, from religious allegory to discus- 
sions of the problems of nosy neighbors in small towns. 

Capra deposited at least one hundred Meet John Doe letters with his 
papers at Wesleyan University, and I have transcribed approximately two- 
thirds of them.” The letters are often critical as well as favorable, and some 
offer praise as well as suggestions for ways in which the film could have 
been better. So Capra seems to have saved a wide range of fan response. But 
in spite of this apparent inclusiveness, interpreting the letters about Meet 
John Doe raises the issue of typicality, both in terms of the general response 
to Capra’s movies and to those made by other filmmakers. Because of his 
celebrity, Capra undoubtedly received more fan mail than most directors, 
and because his films were frequently so overdetermined as narratives of 
nationalism, fan mail about his movies probably differed significantly from 
the fan mail generated by the more typical Hollywood product. And, of 
course, most viewers, whatever they may have thought about the movies 
they saw, chose to write no fan mail at all. Despite these limitations on 
interpretation, it seems at least plausible to assume that the mail Capra re- 
ceived tells us something about a variety of the subgroups and subcultures, 
to use Morley’s terms, that made up the film audience in 1941. The let- 
ters certainly provide information about segments of what might be called 
the “Capra audience,” those fans who took a special interest in such films 
as Mr. Deeds Goes to Town, Mr. Smith Goes to Washington, and Meet John 
Doe. Further, given the widespread popularity of Capra’s films during the 
period, and the general desire of so many consumers for a politicized popu- 
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lar culture, it figures that we can at least cautiously assume that the opinions 
expressed in the letters were shared by a great many movie fans. 

The most extensive holdings in the Capra collection at Wesleyan, in- 
cluding fan mail, begin around 1933 and 1934 with the production of Lady 
for a Day and It Happened One Night. At the same time, at least accord- 
ing to his autobiography, Capra became more and more concerned about 
his status as a filmmaker with a social consciousness, claiming that in his 
post-1932 movies he “took a hard look at life from the eye level of the hard- 
pressed Smiths and Joneses.” Arguably, then, starting at about this time, 
Capra used his mail as something of a barometer to determine whether 
he was in touch with what he called “the real lot of American citizens.” ** 
Thus Capra himself may have believed in the reliability of a relatively small 
number of letters to indicate a more broadly experienced response to his 
movies. 

There are several reasons for studying viewers’ responses to Meet John 
Doe as well as the relationships between this reception and the period’s 
popular political discourses. Most obviously, the film comes from a period 
in U.S. history that perched precariously between domestic economic col- 
lapse and entrance into World War II. In the context of Capra’s career, Meet 
John Doe was the director’s first film as an independent producer, and it 
also appeared more or less in the middle of what generally is considered 
Capra’s most productive period—1934 to 1946. Meet John Doe also comes 
from that cycle of films—Mr. Deeds Goes to Town (1936), You Can’t Take It 
with You (1938), Mr. Smith Goes to Washington (1939), the Why We Fight film 
series (1942-1945), and It’s a Wonderful Life (1946)—that typically have 
been considered the most reflective of the U.S. body politic. In film studies, 
however, in spite of a general acknowledgment of the social impact of the 
films, there has been very little effort made to examine just how that impact 
was felt, by whom, or in fact, if it was felt at all. As a result, we are left with 
little understanding of the tensions within the mass audience, of the differ- 
ent kinds of pleasure that the Hollywood cinema could generate, and of the 
often intense interaction between viewers and the films they watched. 


“All This Talk of Pessimism”: 
The Educational Discourse 


The experience of seeing Capra’s film in 1941, at least as expressed on the 
conscious level of fan letters, indicates a diverse range of interpretive pos- 
sibilities. But the constant trope in the letters is the extent to which the 
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film itself became something of a national document at a particularly cru- 
cial period in the country’s history, when the effects of the Depression 
had hardly lessened, a war in Europe threatened to come to the United 
States, and Franklin Roosevelt’s unprecedented election to a third term as 
president in 1940 raised concerns, at least among a significant minority of 
the electorate, about the possibilities of domestic dictatorship. Capra him- 
self hoped that the film would depict “the hard-nosed brutality” of the 
era, as well as reflect the manner in which “Hitler’s strong-arm success 
against democracy” was spreading, with “little ‘fihrers’ . . . springing up 
in America, to proclaim that freedom was weak, sterile, passé.” ” 

Meet John Doe depicts the production of a “forgotten man” by journalist 
Ann Mitchell (Barbara Stanwyck). Washed-up baseball player John Wil- 
loughby (Gary Cooper) “becomes” John Doe, and with Ann as his coach 
he protests the condition of all the John Does in the country. As a sign 
of his seriousness Doe pledges to commit suicide on Christmas Eve, after 
which he becomes a national celebrity. Newspaper magnate D. B. Nor- 
ton (Edward Arnold), who commands a personal army of storm troopers, 
senses the possibility of using Doe and his followers to promote his own 
dictatorial ambitions, and thus actively promotes Doe’s celebrity and the 
John Doe clubs being formed across the country. Doe finally finds out about 
Norton’s machinations and tries to expose them, but at a mass rally for 
Doe, Norton manipulates the crowd into turning on their hero. A despon- 
dent Doe tries to fulfill his promise to commit suicide, but Ann and the re- 
pentant members of the John Doe clubs convince him not to. In the original 
ending, which Capra changed after the film’s opening and to which many 
of the letter writers responded, Norton himself repents and helps convince 
Doe not to take his own life.°° 

A number of fans, in the manner of Mrs. Coate, spoke of Meet John Doe 
—which so clearly narrativized concerns about poverty, leadership, democ- 
racy, and the possibilities for collective action—in terms of its significant 
connection to major personal events, with at least three of the letter writers 
aligning the action in the film with their own graduation from high school. 
One recent graduate was up until three in the morning writing his letter, 
and he told Capra that if he did not get to bed soon he would not be able 
to get to work by eight and would certainly lose his job. The film made 
him realize “that all this talk of pessimism that all high school graduates 
get must be wrong . . . We are told that we go out to meet a cruel, hard, 
debasing world, of men that will cut your heart to sunders if they possibly 
can. There must be something else in the world.” *! Yet another eighteen 
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year old, who said she was graduating in a week, viewed the film as a state- 
ment directly from Capra and took the occasion to admonish him. For her, 
spectatorship meant a kind of direct discussion with filmmakers and im- 
plied contracts between Hollywood and filmgoers: “Iam very serious about 
this business of America,” she wrote. “I am hoping with all my heart that 
the message you gave to me . . . is sincere. I am hoping that you are not a 
D. B. Norton” (emphasis mine). 

Despite the emphasis on graduating from high school and the common 
denominator of the viewers’ age, these examples represent differing experi- 
ences of Meet John Doe: one about the possibilities and problems confront- 
ing young people, and another that delineated an extraordinary kind of 
spectatorship that stressed a personal and very political conversation with 
Capra. Both letter writers, however, aligned the film with varying notions 
of the national— “this business of America,” in the words of the second stu- 
dent—and about the responsibility of the cinema during times of perceived 
national crisis. For the first letter writer, motion pictures needed to pro- 
vide an antidote to pessimism. For the second, movies had to offer both a 
serious message and a commitment to continuing to spread that message. 

The high school seniors or recent graduates who wrote to Capra (an- 
other told him “I have often had ideas [like those in the movie], but never 
had the nerve to write them on paper for fear that someone would laugh 
at me”) may in fact have been responding to more texts than just Capra’s 
film.©? On 3 March 1941 Time magazine put Gary Cooper as John Doe on 
its cover. In the same issue several columns were devoted to the current 
textbook controversy in which high school social science texts were being 
challenged by such institutions as the New York State Economic Coun- 
cil for being “New Dealish in tone . . . critical of big business . . . [and] 
against unequal distribution of wealth and unequal opportunities in the 
U.S.” The National Association of Manufacturers decided to examine the 
texts, hiring “a liberal, a conservative and a Marxist” to look for objectivity 
and bias, with particular concentration on the texts’ views of the U.S. gov- 
ernment and “free business enterprise.” ** In other words, a battle waged 
over the possible interpretations of educational rather than motion picture 
texts, but many of the issues were precisely the same. The textbooks them- 
selves apparently engaged in the same kind of mildly progressive politics as 
Capra’s film, which arguably equates big-time corporate capitalism with 
incipient fascism, and also tries to expose the plight of the “forgotten men,” 
the army of John Does. Moreover, the specific concerns about the text- 
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THE WEEKLY NEWSMAGAZINE 


we 


GARY COOPER—JOHN DOE 
He made the cover. 
(Cinema) 


Gary Cooper as John Doe on the cover of Time magazine, 

3 March 1941. Rather than a Hollywood glamour photo of a 
great star, this is a shot of a very serious character in a serious 
film, Meet John Doe, just the kind of politically engaged motion 


picture that many fans had come to expect from Capra. 


books centered on issues of representation, on the manner in which they 
depicted government and business and created a portrait of the nation. 

If even Time took notice, then the textbook controversy probably had 
some currency among Americans generally. Indeed, education leaders at 
this time seem to have been almost obsessively, and quite publicly, inter- 
ested in national, political projects. As just one example among many, in 
March 1941, a few days before Doe premiered in Los Angeles, a Pasadena, 
California, school district official, speaking at a “Youth and Democracy” 
rally, offered a five hundred dollar prize for the student who wrote the 
best essay on the topic, “Why I Believe in America.” * It seems reason- 
able to argue, then, that the students watching Doe and writing to Capra 
were in fact responding to a textual field that, in 1941 at least, could con- 
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tain both movies and school books. Their intense reaction to Capra’s film, 
and their stress on the connection between the movie and their own high 
school graduations, might well show that their experience as film view- 
ers was deeply influenced by their experience as members of the classroom 
audience. For these students, Meet John Doe, if not other films, provoked 
a similar kind of national and political sensibility to the one being con- 
structed in schools and encouraged its teenage viewers to respond as if they 
were listening to a teacher or reading a class text. In this case two kinds 
of spectatorship—in movie theaters and in schoolrooms—merged, particu- 
larly around issues of government and business and the best ways to rep- 
resent each. 


“J Am Just a Dum Person”: 
The Domestic Threat 


Most of the letters that Capra deposited in the Wesleyan collection came 
from people whose frame of reference was not contemporary educational 
practice in secondary schools. In fact, some letter writers, through their 
spelling or grammatical practice, or through their own descriptions of 
themselves, stressed their uneven negotiations with educational discourse 
but nevertheless read Meet John Doe in relation to complex national prob- 
lems, often critiquing it for not dealing with them in a sufficiently sophisti- 
cated fashion. As with the high school graduates, these letter writers show 
that spectatorship, in 1941, constituted an extremely nuanced and varied 
relationship between viewer and film text, and also between consumer and 
film industry. 

One such letter writer, indicating her difference from those fans who 
confidently philosophized for Capra, told the director “I am just a dum 
[sic] person in your estimation.” But she also provided information about 
her and her husband’s filmgoing habits and attitudes, both of which prob- 
lematize notions of an audience eager for escape and viewing motion pic- 
tures as the ideal instrument of that escape. “We go to a movie once in 
awhile,” she wrote, “once a month or so that is at night when I can get 
a tired husband to go.” Then she added that typically, they “come home 
dripping with disgust and so mad that we have wasted our time energy and 
money, the money is the last you notice.” °* If these sentiments were in any 
way common, perhaps among adult, working audiences, then the cinema 
of the period constructed, along with other kinds of viewers, a sort of anti- 


spectator for whom the cinema provided displeasure (in fact, generated 
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“disgust”). This viewer hated films generally and considered moviegoing 
a waste of time and money, but at least occasionally, went to the movies 
anyway. 

Capra films, however, stood out from the routine Hollywood product 
and, for this dissatisfied audience at least, constituted a kind of special, 
quality, adult viewing experience, one worth the effort. The letter writer 
told Capra that despite her and her husband’s low opinion of movies, “we 
have always looked to you to do the right thing.” She proceeded to criticize 
the film, particularly for its ending (a constant complaint in the letters and 
in much subsequent Capra literature). She wanted Doe to commit suicide 
and thought that Ann “should have egged him on to jump.” This final nar- 
rative failure particularly bothered her, because until then the film was “just 
right for the times.” Then she told Capra something that had “been smol- 
dering in my heart for some time,” and that his film had had the chance to 
address: “Why don’t the Motion Pictures do something to help our country 
from the Hitlers within. The time is ripe for big things to be done.” *” 

In other words, the letter writer interpreted Meet John Doe as detailing 
the possibility of a fascist takeover of the United States, from domestic ene- 
mies rather than foreign ones. By far the greatest number of letter writers 
in the Wesleyan collection interpreted Capra’s film in just the same way, as 
a document detailing the potential ruin of the United States from within, 
as a national allegory produced during perilous times. One viewer wrote 
that she “was certainly made familiar by said picture with the unscrupu- 
lous political machines working in our country today to undermind [sic] 
American principles and ideals.” Another wrote that until the problematic 
ending the film showed him the possibility to “beat the pants off all the 
crooked politicians and lick all the hard luck and ‘isms’ in this cockeyed 
world of ours.” Yet another insisted that “the spirit that is awakened in 
people through seeing Meet John Doe must be related somehow to the need 
for national unity.” A viewer from New York wrote of the responsibility of 
the entire motion picture industry to uphold democratic institutions, and 
thus of the exemplary status of Capra’s film: “As one who regards democ- 
racy as the strongest theme the movie makers can use now and forever . . . 
I should like to congratulate you on your achievement.” °* 

For these viewers the Hollywood cinema typically was not sufficiently 
concerned with the nation’s welfare, in that movies tended not to promote 
or embody the country’s values or protect its institutions. As a result, Meet 
John Doe deserved special mention because of the way it ably reflected, 


at least according to these viewers, both spectatorial desire and political 
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reality. At least twenty fans (almost one-third of the sample that I have been 
able to study carefully) wrote to Capra to talk about the film’s timeliness 
and its defense of democracy, implying that for many spectators, viewing 
pleasure by 1941 meant not being allowed to forget, even for two hours, a 
perceived threat to the United States from domestic fascism and political 
corruption. I do not intend to imply here that most viewers completely es- 
chewed escapism—there were certainly plenty of movies made in 1941 that 
amply provided it. But the Doe letters indicate a desire for a kind of viewing 
practice that addressed the audience as a nation and that audience mem- 
bers could apply outside the theater, particularly in the development of the 
“national unity” and the regard for democracy that so many fans stressed 
should be the primary goals of motion pictures. 

The concerns of these letter writers were not isolated ones. Their read- 
ings of the film can in fact be placed against numerous texts from differ- 
ent sources that emphasized the national implications of Capra’s film. In 
her gossip column in the Los Angeles Times, for example, Hedda Hopper, 
hardly a defender of politicized cinema, wrote that people had been wait- 
ing for Meet John Doe ever since Capra’s previous film, Mr. Smith Goes to 
Washington, had critiqued government so effectively. She was hardly disap- 
pointed in the follow-up effort, calling Meet John Doe “a much-needed dose 
of optimism to lift us out of the slough of defeatism everyone’s wallow- 
ing in.” In a more detailed analysis of the film’s relation to current events, 
Edwin Schallert, in his Los Angeles Times review, praised the film’s “so- 
cial significance” and insisted that the picture would “give a new turn to 
the thoughts of a nation.” The Communist newspaper the Daily Worker 
discussed throughout its review the connection between the film (and, in- 
deed, Capra’s entire oeuvre) and contemporary politics. Even aspects of 
the studio-generated publicity for the film sought to produce something 
of a nationalist response by stressing, for instance, the score by Dmitri 
Tiomkin, which “will describe in musical terms the daily life of an aver- 
age American family of four” and which “blends the folk music of every 
section of the nation.” ® 

Of course, the texts surrounding any film are never so unanimous. While 
some of the advertising emphasized the romanticized U.S. folk tradition 
reflected in the score, other publicity stressed the film’s relation to con- 
sumption practice rather than to issues of national unity or any perceived 
urgency to the body politic. Exhibitors across the country concocted tie- 
ins between the movie and newspapers, department stores, transit systems 
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and radio shows, thus using Meet John Doe to support the same mass media 
and economic practices that Capra’s film ostensibly critiques.”° Even the 
events of the film’s gala Los Angeles premiere exemplified a kind of fascist 
aesthetic that seems antithetical to the film’s political project, at least as 
the letter writers interpreted it. Reporting on the premiere, the Los Ange- 
les Times noted that the security staff that evening “was augmented by . . . 
40 members of the Vic McLaglen motorcycle troop,” reprising their role 
as D. B. Norton’s private storm troopers in the film, with the difference 
that these Hollywood vigilantes were viewed as keepers of the peace at the 
premiere rather than as threats to it, as in the film.”! 

Even the viewers, while focusing on the political implications of the film, 
interpreted them in different ways. Rather than concentrating on the threat 
of domestic fascism and the erosion of democratic institutions, at least 
eight fans fixed on the manner in which the film conflated national values 
with spiritual ones. One viewer wrote to Capra stating, “I really had a feel- 
ing that I had seen a picture that was destined not only to make a name 
for itself . . . but a picture that actually would start the country in a move- 
ment toward the Golden Rule.” Another “commended” Capra “for the red- 
blooded patriotism and the spiritual atmosphere that permeates the entire 
picture,” while a teenager who claimed that she was “not a specially seri- 
ous minded person” nevertheless told Capra that “people know this pic- 
ture stands for everything Christ stood for,” and that “America is a grand 
country, but it needs more of this.” ”” 

In fact, several of these viewers seemed to seek these values and also find 
them in a range of films, indicating that for at least one group of filmgoers 
there might have been little difference between that which today we would 
probably consider typically escapist and that which, like Doe, seems like 
serious entertainment. One viewer asked Capra for a series of Doe films, 
saying that “a continuity of pictures in this theme might be possible, just as 
the Andy Hardy series has been in its concept.” The letter writer went on to 
say that at “the center of these [Hardy] pictures is the spiritual value, but 
in my estimation Meet John Doe was more penetrating and practical.””? If 
some of Meet John Doe’s viewers desired a cinema that refused to provide 
them with escape, others clearly went to the movies primarily to see a re- 
flection of religious values and did not make the distinction between films 
that were or were not escapist, realistic or nonrealistic, frivolous or high 
minded. Rather, there were only spiritual and nonspiritual films, so that 
Meet John Doe and an Andy Hardy film, despite the generic, production, 
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authorial, political, and other differences we might point out today, could 
be seen as providing virtually identical viewing experiences. 


“You Had a John Doe Club Right There in 
the Theater”: Audiences and Political Action 


The fan mail about Meet John Doe indicates that many viewers believed in 
the possibility of a kind of participatory spectatorship and looked to Holly- 
wood to make films to promote civic action and even to create politically 
motivated audiences outside of the theater. Capra received no less than a 
dozen letters telling him that his film had indeed started a John Doe move- 
ment, with John Doe Clubs across the country trying to create a local and 
then national response to national problems (other than the testimony of 
the letters, however, I have found no evidence in newspapers and maga- 
zines from the period that John Doe Clubs actually formed or, if they did, 
created much of a following). 

Letter writers discussed the film as well as these attempts to create the 
clubs in relation to the perceived dangerous route taken by Depression-era 
democracy. One person complained, for example, that there had been lim- 
ited response to her clubs and to her theory of a “people’s democracy,” be- 
cause “the people have been doped for so long it’s awfully hard for the poor 
devils to see the light.””4 Another viewer, in a letter deeply critical of the 
end of the film, asserted nevertheless that Meet John Doe virtually formed 
the clubs spontaneously, and in describing this phenomenon the viewer al- 
luded to the construction of a spectator motivated to political, collective 
action by the movie but also virtually helpless against the workings of the 
film text: “By the time you had the band play the Star Spangled Banner,” 
he wrote, “we were about ready to turn around and give away anything we 
had to anybody that needed it. You had a John Doe Club right there in the 
theater.””? 

Of course the viewer exaggerated; no John Doe Club actually formed 
during the movie that night. Nevertheless, despite the hyperbole, this state- 
ment stands out as an extraordinary assertion of a kind of spectatorship 
that has not been theorized fully, if at all: viewers who are simultaneously 
completely passive (apparently ready to do anything the film tells them) and 
absolutely active (seemingly mobilized to engage in collective action while 
still in the theater). More broadly, the letter points up the astonishing politi- 
cal power that many audiences wanted the cinema to exercise, and the deep 
disappointment they felt when movies seemed to refuse this responsibility. 
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Viewers of Meet John Doe typically extended this power to Capra himself, 
with the director emerging as a potential hero of national rehabilitation, 
and just the man to mobilize the masses. 

Nine viewers told Capra he was a “genius,” or compared him to such dis- 
parate national heroes as General Pershing and Walter Winchell.”* And at 
least another seven viewers expressed their admiration for Capra by urging 
him to continue, and to take control of, the incipient John Doe movement. 
One letter writer insisted that “the responsibility falls on your shoulder; to 
you will come the plea to carry through that which you have started.” By 
fulfilling this responsibility Capra would help “raise the motion picture in- 
dustry to the height which it deserves—that of being a bearer of the simple 
truth to all people who seek it.””” Capra’s special status comes out in many 
of the letters, as well as the belief that the film industry had not nearly 
reached its potential as a political force, a potential that also, at least in 
part, was like a religious calling. 

Echoing those viewers who conflated nationalism with spirituality and 
who viewed the film in deeply religious terms, one letter writer implicitly 
looked to Capra as a kind of evangelical leader. “This isn’t a picture,” the 
viewer insisted, “it’s one of the most powerful sermons since the one on 
the mount,” and he continued that “there are millions of more John Does 
who believe the same thing, but who are waiting for someone to bring it 
to their attention.” Indeed, Capra’s leadership was necessary because of 
crushing national and even global problems. “I’m just one of the millions 
of John Does,” the letter writer continued, “who are sick of wars . . . and 
the eventual taxes that are piled on us; of the cheap petty politics with 
their intrigue and selfishness.” Then, in a final assertion of Capra’s influ- 
ence and the power of the film text to mobilize people, the writer suggested 
a sequel to Doe, at the end of which Capra himself would appear and urge 
“those in the audience to get together on the John Doe principle.” * In other 
words, this viewer proposed a direct-address appeal by Capra as direc- 
tor/star/national leader, thereby invoking, while not mentioning, the model 
of Charles Chaplin at the end of The Great Dictator when Chaplin steps 
out of character to address the audience about tolerance and world peace. 

To his credit, it appears that Capra responded to many of the viewers 
who wrote to him (these responses are included in the Wesleyan collec- 
tion). To those who virtually demanded his leadership he always demurred, 
citing his own limited organizational skills and the possibility for critics to 
detect a conflict of interest. Running the John Doe Clubs “would be cyni- 
cally taken in many places as a publicity stunt for the picture,” he wrote to 
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April 8, 1941 


Mr. M. Gluck ; 
6726 Milner Road 
Hollywood, California 


Hy dear Mr. Glucks 


I am extremely grateful to you for 
writing me that interesting letter about your 
reactions to °MEET JOHN DOE.” 


The end of the picture is my own -- 
that is, I'm responsible for it. You evidently 
miased the point I was trying to make, and it's 
not your fault, it's mine. 


Briefly, my point was this. The Golden 
Rule is the only lew or commandment that can make 
for happiness. Up to the convention the John Does 
were following it and their lives were happier. 
By contrast I wanted to show them what happened 
when they listened and followed human leadership, 
the greedy men after power whom people are wont to 
listen to. Also I wanted to show them an example 
of what was happening in the world when peopie 
listened and believed in this type. They were 
turned into a howling mob, their peace and happin- 
ess shot to pieces. And then I wanted to hold out 
hope for them at the end, if they understood and 
were willing to follow spiritual leadership. 


Your point is that the John Does vouldn't 
have turned on John Doe. You say you wouldn't do 
it, and neither would any other John Does. I say 
res teres today is a pretty good example that they 

o it. 


People have urged me to let John Doe 
jump off the roof. My argument against that is 
that his blood would be on the souls of the 
John Does. 


Capra answered most of his fan mail: 
Shown here is the first page of his response 
to a letter critical of Meet John Doe. (Wes- 


leyan Cinema Archives) 


one fan, adding that “my job and my talents and my hope is to continue to 
make pictures” rather than direct a national movement.” 

The number of letter writers who so admired Capra, who requested his 
help, and who asked him to be their leader, at least implies, without making 
any direct link between the fans who wrote and those who did not, that 
a significant portion of the audience wished to be spoken to by someone 
they could trust, to be addressed as a mass audience eager to implement 
the John Doe philosophy. In an invaluable discussion of the complexity of 
contextualizing Hollywood products, Nick Browne has pointed out that 
the discursive strategies of Meet John Doe—the use the narrative makes of 
mass rallies and radio networks, the constant invocations of “the people” — 
work to address the audience “as a congregation,” as “America.” *° Indeed, 
if the letters in the Wesleyan collection are any indication, the audiences of 
the film clearly wanted to be addressed in just this way, and felt the strong- 
est identification not so much with any major characters in Meet John Doe 
but with the audience within the film, the audience that Doe exhorts. 


“We John Does Are Made to Look Like Judases”: 
The National Spectator 


If the cinema can be read in terms of audience desire, then we must keep 
in mind, at least for the period covered by Meet John Doe’s release, the 
desire to be addressed as an audience, and indeed as a national audience 
needing to be called to action around national concerns. In fact, one of the 
perceived problems with the film had to do with the intensity of the identi- 
fication with the audience within the film. At least nine of the letter writers 
were harshly critical of the scene toward the end of the movie when the 
members of the John Doe Clubs turn on their leader, expressing a sense of 
personal betrayal at the portrait of themselves as mean spirited and unfor- 
giving. A letter from “six John and Jane Does” told Capra, “You showed 
us that you don’t believe in us,” and insisted that “you think we’re a lot 
of silly sheep.” Yet another viewer complained to Capra: “We John Does 
are made to look like Judases who would sell out their leader.”*! Indeed, 
the most common criticism in the fan mail that Capra saved dealt with the 
representation of a featureless national audience, of a mass that for many 
viewers constituted the real star in the film, directly mirrored the audience 
in the theater, and finally appeared as nothing more than a mob. Individual 
spectators viewed the film as speaking to a national spectator, and their 
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most intense reactions came from their understanding of how that national 
spectator was both depicted and addressed. 

In stressing their own status as members of a national audience, viewers 
showed themselves to be adopting a subject position that had seemingly 
come to be required by the growing number of entertainment activities 
that were overtly nationalist or political in nature, or by r941 had come to 
be considered so. In 1941 on network radio alone, for example, “the time 
had come for U.S. Writers to fill the air full of the cause of democracy,” 
stated an article in Time magazine, with css broadcasting The Free Com- 
pany, a weekly program dwelling on those freedoms guaranteed by the Bill 
of Rights. Three times a week the same network broadcast Back Where I 
Come From, devoted to U.S. folk songs, while other shows, like America’s 
Town Meeting of the Air and MBs’s American Forum of the Air, broadcast 
discussions about the New Deal or the dangers of domestic Communism. 
Even the popular media’s discussion of cultural production emphasized the 
political systems that might lead to certain aesthetic forms. In the same 
issue of Time that discussed The Free Company, for example, an art critic 
reviewed a display of European sculpture in New York, and opined that 
“under paternalistic governments, artists produce the kind of art that gov- 
ernment likes,” while “under a democracy, artists produce the kind of art 
they themselves like.” * 

By the time of the release of Meet John Doe, it had become difficult to 
read about popular culture or to experience it without being made aware 
of being addressed as a spectator or listener whose primary identity had to 
be that of U.S. citizen, or at least that of active participant in a political sys- 
tem. In an acknowledgment of this kind of audience, national leaders, be- 
fore the widespread availability and use of television, frequently took their 
shows on the road, just as Doe does in Capra’s film. In doing so, they de- 
veloped one of the significant forms of popular entertainment in the 1930s 
and 1940s, the mass rally, which self-consciously collapsed the distinctions 
between politics, patriotism, audience participation, and spectatorial plea- 
sure. Los Angeles alone hosted several of these rallies in March 1941, at 
the same time that it served as one of the sites of the initial, limited re- 
lease of Meet John Doe. News analyst H. V. Kaltenborn, himself something 
of a Capra hero after appearing in a small part (as himself) in Mr. Smith 
Goes to Washington, addressed a crowd of five thousand, despite a threat- 
ened demonstration by the isolationist America First Committee. Similarly, 
journalist and author Eve Curie spoke to a large audience about the war 
in Europe, while the same America First Committee that had challenged 
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Kaltenborn’s right to an audience sponsored a mass antiwar rally featuring 
the exgovernor of Wisconsin, Philip LaFollette. Demonstrating the era’s 
easy slippage, at least publicly, between government and entertainment, a 
group of actors along with federal and Los Angeles city officials announced 
the formation of the “I Am an American Foundation,” with plans to orga- 
nize a rally to “welcome . . . and instruct new citizens before a Shrine of 
the Constitution.” *° 

In March of the same year, in New York, the Communist Party spon- 
sored a rally for eighteen thousand people in Madison Square Garden to 
celebrate the birthday of party leader William Foster “in song, pageant, 
banners and tributes,” with the audience urged to “rally and demonstrate 
for freedom and peace.” Clearly, by 1941, politics, celebrity, entertain- 
ment, education, and spectacle had coalesced in the mass rally, with audi- 
ences expected to take part in the proceedings by asserting their status 
as citizens, as in the case of the “J Am an American” extravaganza, or 
their commitment to nonintervention, as in the Communist rally or, as in 
the case of the Kaltenborn or Curie addresses, their concern with national 
and world affairs. The audiences of Meet John Doe that were so critical of 
the representation of the audience within the film were in fact acting like 
the mass rally audience, judging and then responding to the message Doe 
gives at his own rally, and then chastising Capra for misunderstanding that 
response. 


The National Audience in 1941 


I do not mean here to romanticize a kind of politically motivated, now- 
long-gone movie audience that tried to interact politically and collectively 
with a broad range of popular entertainments. Such an audience would pro- 
vide no guarantee of progressive politics, as a few of the most enthusiastic 
fans of Meet John Doe displayed an all-too-eager nativism, thanking Capra 
for making a film for “real Americans.” *° Rather, my point is that in 1941 
there existed at least a significant section of the audience that was orga- 
nized around issues of perceived national importance, was ready to partici- 
pate in debates about those issues, and that expected the popular culture 
industries to take their interests and desires into consideration. Even the 
federal government apparently recognized the significance of that audience 
and Capra’s ability to reach out to it. Only a year after Meet John Doe, 
army chief of staff General George Marshall made the newly enlisted Capra 
the director of a massive military propaganda project that resulted in the 
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Why We Fight films and in other documentaries that proselytized for the 
war effort and sought to create a political consensus among the millions of 
armed forces personnel who were compelled to watch those movies. 

There is ample evidence in the fan mail that the nationalized and politi- 
cized audience for Meet John Doe definitely was not a monolithic one. 
Capra received a number of letters that had nothing to do with the connec- 
tion between his film and any perceived national emergency. Some letter 
writers asked him for jobs, sent him ideas for movies, shared the poems or 
songs they had written, or just made general gripes. There were also several 
letters that complained about Capra’s commitment since 1936 to “message” 
films and implored him to return to the more escapist fantasies of It Hap- 
pened One Night and Broadway Bill (both from 1934).** At a distance from 
the letters of more than sixty years, and because writers tended to speak of 
themselves primarily as “John Does,” it is also extremely difficult to cate- 
gorize responses to the film that might be class- or race-based. Finally, I 
know of no reliable method of determining whether the dominant senti- 
ments expressed in the fan letters accurately represented the opinions of 
the millions of viewers who did not write to Capra. 

What emerges from the letters, however, are concerns both at odds with 
and sympathetic to much of the discourse of the New Deal. Rather than 
reflecting the need for economic reorganization, which so many Roosevelt 
bureaucrats stressed, the letters indicate a belief in a disjunction between 
traditional U.S. values of neighborliness and participatory democracy and 
an individualized, segmented modernity. In this, the letters closely followed 
the general findings of Robert Lynd and Helen Merrell Lynd’s 1929 study 
of Muncie, Indiana, Middletown, except that while the Lynds blamed devel- 
opments in capitalism for the demise of long-held values, the letter writers 
cast a larger net and worried about the effects of “isms” in general.’7 

The issues relating to a politicized, nationalized popular culture, and the 
relations between the people and their political systems, cannot be settled 
purely by an analysis of a sample of the fan mail sent to one director about 
just one of his films. But such an analysis does allow us to study the cinema 
at the point of consumption by looking at the varied reception strategies 
of movie audiences. This kind of project also forces us to complicate a ten- 
dency to consider Hollywood production from the studio era as unprob- 
lematically constituting a national cinema. Evidence such as the Capra fan 
mail demonstrates that formations such as the nation and the national audi- 
ence are never static or unchanging. Instead, the letters indicate the possi- 
bility of tracking the formation of perceptions about the nation in particu- 
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lar periods through the interaction of audiences and the products of their 
popular culture. In doing so we might, in fact, have to proceed on a case- 
by-case basis. Meet John Doe, then, may well stand out as a nationalist film 
and political tract produced by a cinema that many in the audience from 
the period believed to be derelict precisely in its production of national, 
politically significant artifacts. 

Although the information can be difficult to locate, there exists a fair 
amount of evidence from the period of the release of both Mr. Smith Goes 
to Washington and Meet John Doe of the interactive nature of film produc- 
tion and film viewing, of the manner in which those making films solicited 
and made use of audience response—among other things, exhibitors’ re- 
ports, preview cards, poll results, box-office figures, and, of course, fan 
mail. Capra himself claimed in his autobiography that the mail he received 
about Meet John Doe after its initial, limited release helped him decide to 
modify the ending of the film for national distribution.** Thus we need 
to place any study of Hollywood production alongside an analysis of the 
reception texts produced by historically specific audiences. In particular, 
these texts help us understand not just the interpretations that some spec- 
tators made of the films that they saw, but also the charged, dynamic rela- 
tionships between spectators and the film industry, the film celebrity, and, 
perhaps most interesting, other spectators. 
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Chapter Five 
Coercive Viewings: Soldiers 


and Prisoners Watch Movies 


rom the 1930s through the 1950s, more captive audiences saw Frank 

Capra’s films than those of any other Hollywood director.’ In De- 

cember, 1939, for example, Capra received a fan letter from an in- 
mate at Folsom State Prison in California, telling him that Mr. Deeds Goes 
to Town had been the first film shown there in twelve years. The inmate de- 
scribed a rapt audience of film-starved fellow prisoners, “those surprised 
thousands” for whom “the picture turned from entertainment to reality,” 
and who felt that “the master scripter had suddenly given us the words with 
which to voice our inarticulate despair.”* Twenty years later, as I will dis- 
cuss in chapter 6, a far more privileged nationwide audience whose move- 
ments and activities were, nonetheless, constrained —junior high and high 
school students— watched Capra’s series of AT&T science documentaries. 
In between, Capra’s World War II instructional and morale-building Army 
Signal Corps films along with his own, independently produced It’s a Won- 
derful Life (1946), became not so much the films of choice but the films 
chosen for a variety of audiences living in various degrees of confinement: 
American enlisted men, German prisoners of war, and San Quentin prison 
inmates. As such, these Capra films participated in projects that attempted 
to construct preferred forms of masculinity and, in the cases of the Pows 
and inmates, to rehabilitate men thought to be marked by histories of de- 
viant behavior. 

Studying these uses of the World War II films and It’s a Wonderful Life 
furthers my project in the last chapter, that of understanding the devel- 
opment of film studies as a discipline. Through this work we can come 
to understand the professional classes—of teachers, psychologists, military 
personnel, film industry executives, and prison administrators—who by 
the early 1940s had come to believe in the potential of cinema to persuade, 


educate, and, indeed, reeducate all manner of audiences. In addition, these 
instances of film education show the smooth relationships and also the ten- 
sions between institutions, or even the contradictory practices within any 
one of those institutions. Most significantly, however, for the purposes of 
my overall project, the responses of the captive audiences for these films 
help indicate the relationships between men and the films that were im- 
posed on them, the forms of reception specific to situations of confinement, 
and the success or failure of programs designed to accomplish nothing less 
than change the ways that certain populations thought and lived. 

Captivity and coercion bring to mind the Foucauldian disciplinary para- 
digms, and we can indeed see them at work here. By World War II, the ar- 
chitecture of military observation and control had changed or, rather, been 
enhanced. Foucault writes about the construction of the military camp and 
the ways that barracks and other facilities came to be built in order to maxi- 
mize the ability of authorities to observe all of the men contained within 
them. In the case of Capra’s Why We Fight, observation was practiced by 
psychological experts rather than generals. Instead of having unlimited ac- 
cess to the men themselves, here the experts examined all of the men’s 
judgments on the movies they had seen and their responses to examination 
questions about the documentaries they had watched. The goal was not so 
much “to qualify, to classify and to punish,” to employ Foucault’s termi- 
nology about the uses of the examination, but rather to qualify, classify, 
and to reconstruct: the men into fighters and the coming postwar period 
into a model of tolerance that would prevent future wars. This shift marks 
not only the treatment of the prisoners of war but also the prisoners at San 
Quentin, and shows how these uses of Capra’s films during the 1940s par- 
ticipated in the period’s developing liberal program of personal and social 
uplift and improvement through science and education.’ 

With the prisoner viewers, the German Ppows and San Quentin inmates, 
and their engagement with Capra’s films, we can see the enactment of Fou- 
cault’s shift in disciplinary enforcement, and also its reversal. According to 
Foucault, punishment had ceased to be a public spectacle by the early nine- 
teenth century. The extended, open-air 1757 execution with which Foucault 
begins Discipline and Punish would by 1840 be unthinkable in Europe or 
the United States.* This was just as true in the r940s. Moreover, during this 
period, with the enlightened social science that attended to the prisoners 
of war and the progressive penal system that worked with San Quentin in- 
mates, the prisoners themselves were presented with spectacle. That is, the 
prisoners attended the theatrical spectacle, and were not themselves the un- 
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lucky stars of it. This theatrical spectacle—the films—would serve to edu- 
cate and edify the prisoners, rather than an audience of law-abiding citizens 
who would be both horrified and entertained by the sight of criminals being 
punished. 

For American soldiers during World War II, Capra’s Why We Fight docu- 
mentaries were designed to turn individuals into an effective fighting force 
for the duration of hostilities, and then to make them part of an enlight- 
ened citizenry during peacetime. For German prisoners of war, government 
officials hoped that Capra’s films might make fascists into supporters of 
American-style democracy. In San Quentin just after the war, Capra’s first 
Hollywood film following his discharge from the army, It’s a Wonderful 
Life, served as part of a project to make inmates functioning members of 
society after their sentences were served. In each case, Capra’s movies took 
part in a project designed to construct a certain kind of masculinity—co- 
hesive, or democratic, or noncriminal. And also in each case, at least in 
part to chart the progress of these projects, government officials and prison 
authorities carefully monitored the reception practices of the men involved. 

The 1930s progressive discourse of childhood and adolescent uplift sur- 
rounding Mr. Deeds Goes to Town, examined in chapter 4, showed that for 
some parent and teacher groups the adolescent’s apparent ability to ana- 
lyze films demonstrated that young people were, really, incipient adults. 
Other, more concerted, efforts at film education in secondary schools— 
when students were asked to think about The Bitter Tea of General Yen or It 
Happened One Night—detailed a New Deal sensibility at least among some 
teachers that their students might be turned into properly liberal grownups 
in part through the study of worthwhile Hollywood movies. At the same 
time, however, film studies had become the province not just of parental, 
educational, and other related groups but also of such disciplinary institu- 
tions as the military and the prison. In the different settings, varying notions 
of audience aptitude and ability came to organize the ways that films were 
used. For film educators in secondary schools, the results of supervised film 
viewing provided evidence of the maturity and judgment of young people. 
For the military and the prison, at least in the case of Capra’s war documen- 
taries, the careful viewing of films became one of the solutions to difficult 
problems: the perceived intellectual shortcomings of the typical American 
fighting man and the perverse ideological education of the average Nazi. 

Capra’s army career has been well documented. Shortly after Pearl Har- 
bor, Capra, who also had served during World War I, enlisted in the mili- 
tary as a major. There ensued a fair amount of army infighting for Capra’s 
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services, between the Signal Corps and the newly formed Morale Branch. 
This struggle ended in May 1942 with the creation of the 834th Signal Ser- 
vice Photographic Detachment, with Capra as commanding officer. Just 
after the entry of the United States into the war, the War Department’s Bu- 
reau of Public Relations, in the words of the Office of the Chief of Military 
History, “had a corps of speakers busy traveling over the country deliver- 
ing lectures to troops on the general theme of why they were being called 
upon to fight.” Audiences seemed to find these lectures less than compel- 
ling, however, and so army chief of staff General George C. Marshall, a 
film enthusiast, put into motion the plan that led to Capra’s military films. 
Working first in Washington, D.C., and then in Los Angeles, Capra over- 
saw a group of military men and Hollywood professionals who worked 
to produce seven Why We Fight films, a series of Know Your Enemy and 
Know Your Ally films, and a regular troop newsreel called The Army-Navy 
Screen Magazine, in addition to other films. All of these productions had 
wide military (and even some civilian) audiences. General Marshall himself 
ordered that soldiers had to see the Why We Fight series.° 

The success of the series can be marked by the manner in which its 
title became, by 1945, something of a signifier of selfless, patriotic activity. 
That year, the opening article in the initial issue of the Hollywood Quar- 
terly, one of the first important, long running scholarly film journals in 
the United States, was Dorothy Jones’s “The Hollywood War Film: 1942- 
1944.” Jones discussed “Films about the Home Front,” “Films about Our 
Fighting Forces,” “Films on American Production,” and other war-related 
genres. Among these, and in a direct reference to Capra’s movies, she in- 
cluded “Films Telling Why We Fought,” a category encompassing movies 
about “the American way of life,” either allegorically or directly: The Ox- 
Bow Incident, for example, and also Joe Smith, American and The Human 
Comedy.’ Almost fifty years later, in his study of homosexuality in the mili- 
tary during World War II, Allan Bérubé titled his introduction, in which 
he sketched out the vast contributions of homosexuals to the war effort, 
simply and without irony, “Why We Fight.”® 

Within a few years of their production, the Why We Fight films also came 
to be understood as representing the possibilities for postwar film studies. 
In 1946, Iris Barry, from the Museum of Modern Art Film Library, ex- 
tolled the cooperation between the film studios and the academy, and the 
placement of film alongside “painting, sculpture, architecture . . . primitive 
and folk art, industrial design and the like.” Merely for the cost of making 
the print, the studios agreed to deposit copies “of important older films” 
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in the museum library, so that they could “be seen and studied.” Writing 
about the museum’s initial series of thirty-six foreign films and sixty-eight 
from the United States, Barry said that the selections ran the gamut “from 
Louis Lumiére and Edison’s films of 1895 to John Huston’s Maltese Falcon 
and Capra’s Why We Fight series.”° Here, then, Capra’s documentaries had 
entered a canon of great works that merited the same serious consideration 
as those from the other arts, and that also marked Barry’s belief in a post- 
war fluidity between the corporate and the educational that could lead only 
to intellectual and aesthetic uplift. 

Barry, of course, was writing about film studies as film appreciation and 
historical understanding; the acknowledgment of the highest achievements 
of film art and the placement of motion pictures within their social con- 
texts. In this sense she was bringing to the museum audiences the pedagogi- 
cal practices that had so marked the high school film education movement 
of the previous decade. But Capra’s films also provided the possibility for a 
different kind of postwar film study, one much closer to General Marshall’s 
concerns when he commissioned the series in the first place. In the fully 
technologized classroom of the postwar period, films would be used just 
like books and teachers to instruct students in a variety of subjects. Writing 
in 1947 about the shift from—and connections between—a wartime and 
peacetime culture, Robert Rahtz explained that the wartime instructional 
films, “like those in the Why We Fight series,” had “proved their effective- 
ness as teaching aids, to the satisfaction of even the most skeptical.” These 
films were instrumental “in reducing learning time,” and so could become 
pedagogical models for the streamlined, modern classroom." 

Shortly after the war, then, the Why We Fight films were viewed both as 
art and as educational models for future films covering a variety of subjects. 
At the time of their production, though, Capra’s films marked the develop- 
ment of a different kind of film studies. By the early 1940s film studies, at 
least in the case of the Why We Fight project, had moved from the humani- 
ties emphasis of the previous decade—thematic analysis, aesthetic under- 
standing, and so forth—squarely into the social sciences, in which cinema 
became the tool par excellence of intellectual and psychological persua- 
sion. And this film pedagogy would be administered not by the high school 
teachers of the 1930s but by a larger culture of experts— psychologists, soci- 
ologists, and college professors, among others. While those in the film edu- 
cation movement hoped to use films to create progressive action and critical 
thinking, those involved with Capra’s projects had different goals for their 
different audiences. For the millions of American fighting men, the Why 
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We Fight filmmakers and administrators planned to create consensus, both 
about the facts of the war and the moral imperative of fighting it. That is, 
they sought to turn a civilian audience into a militarized one. The goal for 
the German prisoners of war was just the opposite: the desired effect was 
to change the fascist fighting man into a pastoral supporter of democracy. 
Just as with the students involved in the film education movement, however, 
the military viewers for Why We Fight came to be considered the perfect 
audiences for research purposes, the better to understand their reception 
practices and the success or failure of the films they watched. 


Military Aesthetics and the Militarized Civilian 


Of course, before the researchers fully got ahold of Why We Fight, the film 
series was a military project. And the various military brass who weighed 
in on the documentaries understood them and wrote about them in some- 
what contradictory ways—in a high modernist mode that anticipated Iris 
Barry and also in strictly disciplinary terms. In October 1943, for example, 
Robert Lord, a lieutenant colonel in the Signal Corps, wrote an extended 
memo on the history and progress of Capra’s various film series. Lord’s 
understanding of the films, while they were still being made, anticipated the 
postwar canonization of the Why We Fight movies by nonmilitary experts. 
Capra’s documentaries were “of a special, highly personal nature,” com- 
paring favorably to the best films of the American studio system produced 
by the likes of David O. Selznick and Samuel Goldwyn. Moreover, these 
films would fully “reflect the personalities of Col. Capra” and his assistant, 
Anatol Litvak, and “the artistic result” would be high.” 

The army, then, amply appreciated Capra’s talents and produced a sort 
of auteurist discourse around the director and his films, stressing person- 
ality, artistry, and individual virtuosity. But this was a directorial apprecia- 
tion different from that of the film education movement of the 1930s or that 
of Iris Barry and others in the late 1940s and 1950s. Rather than sounding 
like appreciative critics, the army actually responded to Capra like frus- 
trated studio chiefs. All of this artistry really only meant that Capra, in the 
view of military authorities, worked incredibly slowly. According to Lord, 
Capra felt determined to “do and re-do and re-re-do every step of every 
operation,” and was generally “lacking in the ability to make . . . subor- 
dinates understand exactly what is desired.” ? If Lord could be considered 
representative of army thinking —and his memo very much has the feeling 
of an official history of the projects, complete with budgets, production 
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schedules, and dates of scenarios and answer prints—then military officials 
clearly considered Capra an artist, and just as certainly believed that his 
artistry could not be made fully compatible with wartime production meth- 
ods. The army invoked something of the discourse of aesthetic modernism 
to demonstrate that Capra could not work effectively in the contemporary, 
fully Taylorized military. 

Of course, Capra may have acted like the auteur at times. But he also 
acted like the devoted, anonymous military man. In this instance, at least if 
we trust his own understanding of his role and of the films he produced for 
the military, Capra became the standard-bearer of a wartime effort to make 
civilian and military cultures merge, however uneasily. Robert B. West- 
brook, among others, has written about the mobilization of civilian life 
during World War II, a mobilization marked by everything from ration- 
ing to loan drives to Norman Rockwell’s Four Freedoms paintings for the 
Saturday Evening Post.’? Unlike some of the military officials writing about 
him, Capra saw no conflict between the corporate and the artistic. Rather, 
he believed in the possibility of a fluidity between Hollywood-style film 
production and military objective. 

In August 1942, Capra wrote a memo to all officers involved in Why 
We Fight production. His nine-point program covered such areas as rela- 
tions with the press (“absolutely no interviews”), relations with other civil- 
ians (“absolutely no discussion”), drinking in public (“prohibited”), and 
attention to military detail (uniforms required during working hours). For 
Capra, the primary mission was to convince studio workers far away from 
other members of the military, let alone combat, that “at all times,” they 
were “officers of the U.S. Army.” “Most of you were individuals in civilian 
life,” Capra wrote, and then added, “Forget that,” because they were now 
“working for a common cause,” in which their “personal egos and idio- 
syncrasies [were] unimportant.” Sounding less and less like an artist, Capra 
warned that there would be “no personal credit for [their] work,” and in- 
deed even Capra’s name appeared nowhere on the films he made. In capital 
letters at the end of the memo, Capra reminded his troops that “the great- 
est glory that can come to any man is to join the service when his country 
is in danger.” 4 


Enlisted Men Watching Movies 


Comments from soldiers tended to suggest the success of Capra’s films. The 
men at various posts apparently needed to fill out attendance reports veri- 
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fying that they had seen the required training films, with these reports also 
providing the space for optional comments. Typically, few men made com- 
ments of any kind. But those comments that were made were collected and 
summarized, and these summaries were sent to Capra. In addition, in the 
manner of the “What the Picture Did for Me” entries for Mr. Smith Goes to 
Washington examined in chapter 4, camp officers attempted to gauge the re- 
sponse of their viewers, whether they wrote comments or not. The recruits 
at Fort Screven, Georgia, for instance, felt that Divide and Conquer was a 
“very good film” and “all personnel [were] very interested.” At the army 
air base in Richmond, Virginia, “98% of the reports were lacking in criti- 
cisms of either adverse or complementary nature,” but the film nevertheless 
“was enthusiastically received by all officers and Enlisted Personnel.” At 
an unspecified marine barracks, Divide and Conquer stood out as “the best 
we have seen with a terrific emotional impact that left a marked effect on 
the men.” The officer assessing reception called the film “far superior to 
the former ‘lecture’ orientation” and ended by insisting, simply, “just show 
it to everyone in the armed forces.”' This duplicated, of course, much of 
the discussion about Mr. Smith Goes to Washington. Like the exhibitor who 
wanted to make that film “compulsory” viewing for all citizens, this marine 
officer suggested that Divide and Conquer, which was in fact required view- 
ing of new recruits, simply be shown once and for all to everyone in the 
military. 

From Mr. Smith to Why We Fight, the pressing need for lessons in democ- 
racy remained constant, at least for some viewers, and Capra still seemed 
the man best able to provide those lessons. Only the site of those lessons 
had changed, from civilian theaters to military ones. In this case, then, 
rather than speak of the militarization of World War II civilian culture, 
we might speak of the use and apparent reception of the Why We Fight 
films as examples of just the opposite. If these exhibition reports can be 
believed, the military —which, after all, enlisted millions of men with no 
previous armed forces experience —successfully adapted civilian represen- 
tational forms and modes of address, with Capra acting as liaison be- 
tween private industry and government practice. And the viewers them- 
selves, some of them perhaps the same high school seniors who wrote to 
Capra concerning Meet John Doe, seemed to shift quite easily from viewers 
seeing movies alone or with friends or families to soldiers watching movies 
together. 

Some of these soldiers provided evidence of an audience mobilized to 
action by the Why We Fight films. A private at Camp Mackall, North Caro- 
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lina, weighed in quite seriously on the series, seeing it as proof that “the 
moving pictures [sic] is the best possible medium for getting over to these 
fellows the idea that all this training and hell that they are going through 
now is with good purpose and intent.” He added that the films had a defi- 
nite, positive effect on behavior, turning disgruntled recruits into a cohe- 
sive unit. When the men “see those tanks, planes and infantrymen putting 
all they have into it over there,” the private wrote, “it sure cuts down on 
the bitching and goldbricking.” Another soldier, a sergeant stationed over- 
seas, wrote of intent audience members all focused on the same thing de- 
spite the conditions of combat theaters: “The scenes were truly stirring and 
throughout the picture (even though we were sitting on hard wooden seats) 
our attention never shifted from the main theme.” From Miami Beach a 
recruit reported rather perfunctorily on such films as Sex Hygiene, Mili- 
tary Courtesy, and Articles of War (“These were all good and served their 
intended purpose very well”). Capra’s films were different, however, and 
actually seemed able to change civilians into combat-ready soldiers. The 
recruit wrote that “one of my best friends said as we left the theater, ‘after 
seeing that I really want to fight.’” The same soldier added that “on every 
occasion that I have attended these shows there has always been an up- 
roarious applause at the finish of the film.” '° 

This constitutes an extraordinary reception discourse. In comments 
from different camps and different parts of the world, certain remarks and 
certain perceptions of the military audience remain constant. The men con- 
centrated intently on the films and then were moved to applause when the 
movies ended. Moreover, the films changed behavior, both in minor ways, 
by cutting down on “bitching,” and very significantly, as the movies made 
the men want to fight. But of course, reception is never so unanimous, and 
perceptions of audience response never achieve such perfect consensus. 


Watching Recruits Watch Films 


Capra’s Why We Fight films probably were more significant than any others 
to developments in film studies during the 1940s. Of course, the military 
used the films to train millions of recruits. More broadly, an entire group 
of scientific experts viewed both the films and the audiences that watched 
them as ideal objects of study in order to determine the effects of the cinema 
as a medium of persuasion. This marked at least something of a shift in 
modes of studying cinema. In the 1930s film studies became the province of 
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Here is an extract from a note from a recently inducted buck private 
at Camp Mackall, North Carolina: 


"We saw another WHY WE FIGHT film recently, It was a great deal 
like the invasion'of Poland but I think it was presented in much 
better style and all the boys were quite impressed. Personally, I 
firmly believe that the moving pictures is the best possible medium 
for getting over to these fellows the idea that all this training 
and hell that they are going through now is with good purpose and 
intent. When they see those tanks, planes and infantrymen putting 
all they have into it over there it sure cuts dom on the bitching 
and goldbricking. We also saw a British film about General Montgomery 
in Africa called "Desert Victory". It was put on with a feature film 
at a regular showing and some of the fellows paid two and three ad~ 
missions in order to see those British do the job. I thought it was 
a fine picture of the campaign and would like to see certain parts 

of it many more times myself." 


“It sure cuts down on the bitching and goldbricking.” The War Department’s attempt to monitor the 


reception of the Why We Fight films. (National Archives) 


the humanities-oriented film education movement and also of the sociolo- 
gists and psychologists involved in the Payne Fund and other studies. The 
two groups often acknowledged each other, with Edgar Dale, for instance, 
in How to Appreciate Motion Pictures, approvingly discussing the scientists 
who had demonstrated the effects on children of certain kinds of film.'” 
By the 1940s, though, a film studies coalition had developed not so much 
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between psychologists and humanities teachers but between psychologists 
and psychiatrists, with the serious study of motion pictures moving quite 
significantly into the field of “hard” scientific research. 

A new class of experts—psychiatrists, psychologists, and sociologists as 
well as other social scientists such as economists —had been given a signifi- 
cant boost by the New Deal and its various projects aimed at merging social 
theory and federal operations. Then, as Ellen Herman has written, the post- 
1940 period, with its increased “atmosphere of international military crisis 
and conflict,” fully allowed these “social experts” to become important and 
influential government functionaries.!* Herman refers to the “romance of 
American psychology” in order to identify the period’s belief in an orga- 
nized class of scientific experts working for the social good. And, indeed, 
it was very much the perceived needs of World War II that first mobilized 
the psychological and psychiatric professions, many members of which ini- 
tially worked in the government-sponsored Emergency Committee in Psy- 
chology, begun in 1939. Later, they aided the military in determining issues 
of enemy morale, the effective running of Japanese American internment 
camps, and the manipulation of U.S. public opinion toward the support of 
certain war aims. Thus these experts worked as human management spe- 
cialists. As such, they had no more important group of humans to manage 
and understand than the millions of men who either were volunteering for 
or being conscripted into the American armed forces.” 

These were not the first soldiers to be used as experimental subjects. The 
results of tests from World War I had made prodding, poking, and quanti- 
fying World War II recruits seem all the more important. Intelligence tests 
from the first war revealed that “the mental age of the average native-born 
recruit [was] slightly over thirteen years.”?° Assuming that the general pub- 
lic at least somewhat matched these results, scientists, as well as govern- 
ment officials and even advertisers, realized that public opinion was, in fact, 
frighteningly unpredictable and subject to all manner of persuasion. In the 
years after World War I, psychological experts came to comprehend public 
opinion, in Herman’s words, as “a real threat to rational planning, even to 
moral order itself.”?! By the time the United States entered World War II, 
these experts were at the ready, and were prepared to make sure that the 
American military had men in it who understood precisely why they were 
fighting and who were free from any influences that might undermine their 
commitment to their country’s cause. 

This meant that recruits required indoctrination, and that the effects 
of this indoctrination needed to be carefully monitored. In terms of the 
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training and propaganda films that the armed forces produced, this meant 
further that the experts in charge of indoctrination understood the neces- 
sity of studying film reception. To analyze the effectiveness of these films, 
with special emphasis on Capra’s movies, which were, after all, required 
viewing of all enlisted men, the armed forces called upon the Experimen- 
tal Section of the Research Branch in the War Department’s Information 
and Education Division. These researchers developed two primary goals: 
“To study the effectiveness of the films in imparting information about the 
background of the war and in effecting changes in attitudes towards the 
war that were related to the objectives of the Army’s orientation program”; 
and “to insure against the possibility of any undesirable effects that might 
result from the films.” For the scientists involved, the tests they developed 
were among the signs of psychology and psychiatry’s absolute indispens- 
ability to the creation of a rational, comprehensible modernity, utilizing as 
they did all of the “modern socio-psychological techniques” currently at 
their disposal. 

From these experiments, we can learn something about the reception 
context for Capra’s films. The scientists conducting the research viewed the 
films as ideal for their purposes because the manner in which the films were 
shown was not directly connected to military educational efforts. “The 
films were shown during training hours,” the scientists noted, “but they 
were not presented as part of any courses of training on which the men 
would be tested.” Because of this, the films could be “distinguished from in- 
structional films that are integrated into a regular teaching program in that 
little or no external motivation is applied as an incentive for learning the 
material presented.” In other words, and in a further link between civilian 
and military film viewing, these films were shown in such a way as to em- 
phasize their entertainment value rather than their educational impulses. 
The men knew they would not be tested on the content of the movies or 
have to apply anything they saw into direct daily practice. Like Hollywood 
films, these, as the scientists noted, needed to “sell themselves” to the men 
watching them precisely because the military screened them in such a way 
as to separate them from the standard training film experience.”? 

Researchers also understood the differences between military and ci- 
vilian audiences, and these very differences made enlisted men ideal ob- 
jects of study. Only men, of course, watched these films at the army camps, 
and their age range, unlike that of audiences in civilian theaters, varied 
only slightly. The researchers noted, however, that these arbitrarily thrown 


together military viewers ranged widely in terms of “regional and socio- 
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economic factors.” Clearly, social scientists from the period understood 
typical, local movie audiences as too homogeneous for effective study, 
making the situation of World War II an all too rare research opportunity. 
Apparently assuming further difference because of these regional and class 
variations, the army researchers also commented on the “wide range with 
respect to intellectual ability” among the servicemen.** Understanding the 
Why We Fight project as “the largest-scale attempt yet made in this country 
to use films as a means of influencing public opinion,” these same scientists 
almost certainly understood the study of the audiences for the movies as 
having significance beyond the war effort. The chance to examine an ex- 
traordinarily heterogeneous group of servicemen allowed scientists to plan 
more fully for a postwar modernity in which the workings of public opin- 
ion might first be understood and then more competently manipulated. 

The experiments took place in two camps, in February and April 1943. 
Slightly more than two thousand men were questioned, half who had seen 
the film and half who had not. Researchers told all of the men that they 
were participating in a War Department survey to discern the opinions of 
a cross-section of soldiers. Those men watching the movies as part of the 
experiment saw the first four films in the Why We Fight series: The Battle of 
Britain, Prelude to War, The Nazis Strike, and Divide and Conquer. In con- 
ducting the experiments, researchers hoped to determine the films’ useful- 
ness in two central areas, one geopolitical and the other quite personal— 
improving the men’s attitudes about the U.S. role in the war and increasing 
their own motivation for fighting in it. 

In general, the films seemed to enhance the men’s factual knowledge 
about the war. From The Battle of Britain, for instance, they learned of the 
superior size of the German air force and of the number of modern guns in 
the United Kingdom.*s They also seemed to understand from the film that 
British resistance gave the United States a little more time to prepare for 
entering the war as well as saved the United States from attack. More than 
one-third of the men who saw the film (as opposed to around one-quarter 
of those who had not) believed that had Germany won the battle “the U.S. 
was next on Hitler’s list” of countries to be invaded.2° Nevertheless, the 
film did a relatively poor job of improving the men’s attitudes toward the 
British, and it hardly changed anyone’s motivation to get into battle. When 
asked, “If you had your choice when you finish your training, which would 
you choose,” 38 percent of the group that had not seen the film answered, 
“Duty in an outfit overseas” rather than “Duty in an outfit in the United 
States.” The response barely differed from the men in the viewing group: 
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Only 41 percent of them claimed they would seek overseas duty after seeing 
the film.?” 

For each of the Why We Fight films under consideration, results stayed 
about the same. The men’s factual knowledge about the war seemed to 
improve. Their “opinions” —aggression toward the enemy, sympathy for 
the Allies, motivation for fighting—generally did not.?8 For the research- 
ers, then, the very problem with the army’s educational films was that they 
were, in fact, too educational. They reliably increased knowledge but were 
far less dependable when it came to changing attitudes. The researchers 
noted, however, that at least in some cases there was, in fact, little room 
for improvement. About 78 percent of the men who had not yet seen the 
films already believed that “we should see to it that the Germans and Japs 
suffer plenty for all the trouble they are causing us.” In the group that had 
seen the films, precisely the same percentage shared that belief.” 

The social scientists conducting these experiments were assessing the 
possibilities for creating a wartime fighting force through military propa- 
ganda. Rather than having an interest in creating critical thinking — osten- 
sibly the goal of the film education movement—they hoped to find the best 
way of creating the certainty of specific influence. These same scientists, 
however, also knew that the war would end, and that their Why We Fight 
experiments might really demonstrate the possibilities for a postwar pro- 
gressive modernity, one fully in keeping with the desires of the film educa- 
tors of the 1930s. 

In writing up their findings the researchers posed two sets of questions, 
one about the present and one about the future. Did the films “benefit the 
morale of the men,” the researchers wondered, thus making “the soldiers 
more willing to serve in the Army?” By asking such a question, they were 
actually asking “the still more general question”; that is, “Can motivations 
of this sort be influenced by documentary films,” those that they described 
as “films with a purely educational approach.” This war experience pro- 
vided the testing ground for those interested in such questions, because of 
the “possibility of using documentary films as a mass education medium for 
producing desired changes in motivations —as, for example, overcoming 
racial or national prejudices.” *° For the experts working for the military 
during the war, the documentary film might well be considered part of the 
postwar conjunction of science, cinema, and governmental will, directed at 
nothing less than changing the ways that Americans thought, and in par- 
ticular aimed at teaching a vast population how to be neither racist nor 


nationalist. 
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The sort of United Nations liberalism espoused here seemed both pos- 
sible and implausible because of the scientists’ belief in a culture of indoc- 
trination. An apparently only partial shift in attitude among recent recruits 
after watching the Why We Fight films, for instance, probably was attribut- 
able to beliefs that already had been shaped by “all of the civilian informa- 
tion media.” Scientists noted that, before the entry of the United States into 
the war, “religious intolerance under Hitler was highly publicized,” and 
that probably because of this, most men believed even before they watched 
Prelude to War, from the Why We Fight series, that if Germany won “Hitler 
would close all of our churches . . . [and] persecute Jews and other minority 
groups.” >! The army researchers continued, stating that “it might be argued 
that sizable changes in motivation as a result of a single 50-minute film are 
very unlikely simply because the film is such a small influence relative to 
perhaps years of exposure to points of view contrary to material presented 
in the film.” 2 

This produced the paradox for the scientists in their study of reception. 
There could be no doubt that a variety of media had an absolute influence 
on opinion. But because of this there could be no guarantee that even the 
most systematically developed series of educational films would ever have 
much of an effect. For the scientists, with their own self-image as members 
of a rationalist vanguard, the most reasoned scientific educational program 
might only work on men such as themselves. “Such a program,” they wrote, 
“may be effective with only a small percentage of individuals whose atti- 
tudes are primarily determined by rational analysis of the relevant facts.” 
Thus their utopianism was only matched by their feelings that scientific 
reason might actually have no postwar future at all. “For the majority of 
individuals,” they lamented, “it may be true that motivations and attitudes 
are generally acquired without regard to rational considerations and are 
practically impregnable to new rational considerations.” 4 


Operation Celluloid: The Pow Viewer 


The government’s research experts in the end questioned the usefulness 
of the films to change attitudes. The military, however, as well as others 
among the experts they employed, maintained their faith in Why We Fight. 
In fact, the military believed in the worth of the films not only for the 
American soldier but for the German one as well. In this case, they under- 
stood the films as ideal for conditioning, in different ways, two very differ- 
ent groups of men. Capra’s superiors hoped that the documentaries would 
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serve to militarize American men. But they also were just as determined 
that the films could be used to pastoralize the German soldier. 

At least, the films could be used in this manner on those German sol- 
diers captured by American forces. Around 380,000 Germans were held in 
the United States as pows during the war and just after, in about five hun- 
dred camps located mostly in rural parts of the country.** At first, President 
Roosevelt and many in his inner circle rejected any notion of rehabilitat- 
ing seemingly incorrigible Nazis. Eventually, after much debate, Secretary 
of War Henry Stimson, Secretary of State Cordell Hull, and others con- 
vincingly proposed that many German soldiers might be able to unlearn 
the ideological lessons of Nazism through logical persuasion.** As a result, 
American authorities, under the auspices of the Special Projects Division, 
began a program of reeducation for these prisoners, a “barbed-wire col- 
lege,” to use a term from Ron Robin, and one that he has likened to a 
freshman undergraduate curriculum in the liberal arts.*° 

To facilitate the reeducation of the potentially “normal” German, au- 
thorities placed perceived Nazi ideologues in separate camps. They also en- 
listed the help of “friendly” and well-educated German prisoners to help 
them prepare their curriculum. By late 1943 the program had begun, with 
a strong emphasis on courses in German and American history and also 
on language and literature. By spring 1945 camp authorities started using 
movies for instructional purposes.?” The military developed a fairly elabo- 
rate system of film distribution and exhibition for the camps and selected 
movies carefully. The major studios apparently made a selection of their 
movies available, and the choices came from all significant Hollywood 
genres, with an emphasis on biopics and other period films: The Life of 
Emile Zola and The Story of Louis Pasteur from Warner Bros., for instance, 
and Madame Curie and The Great Waltz from MGM.** From accounts by 
military officials we have, at least, a sense of how screenings worked in the 
camps, and also some understanding of the prisoners’ responses to the films 
that they saw. 

In 1947 Jaye E. Gordon, who as Visual Aids Coordinator for the Sixth 
Army oversaw film distribution and exhibition for camps in the western 
United States, described the film system in the Hollywood Quarterly. The 
very title of the article, “Operation Celluloid,” amply demonstrates the 
significance for the military of the film viewings, and the importance of 
entertainment as reprogramming. Gordon had charge of 106 16mm fea- 
ture films, with camps showing movies twice a week. None of the camps 
had theaters, so prisoners usually watched movies in mess halls, after being 
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charged a fifteen-cent admission fee—paid in camp canteen coupons. Be- 
fore a showing, camp officials posted German-language synopses of the 
film being screened, synopses that typically would be prepared by army 
linguists. In addition, at least on occasion according to Gordon, “artists 
among the prisoners would make posters for added publicity.” Gordon also 
wrote that “motion pictures were reported by the prisoners to be the most 
favored source of diversion,” with many paying “to see the same film sev- 
eral times.” *? 

In part through these repeat viewings Gordon made some tentative as- 
sessments of film reception among the prisoners, ranking film preference 
by figuring the average number of viewers. In terms of sheer numbers, the 
most popular film was one of the two German-language movies distrib- 
uted to the camps, Dream of Spring, a biography of Franz Schubert that 
drew on average 230 viewers per screening (exact prison populations are 
difficult to determine, but the camps seemed to vary from a few hundred 
men to around four thousand).*° Among Hollywood films, though (all of 
which were shown without German subtitles), prisoners were particularly 
enthusiastic about the Rita Hayworth musical You Were Never Lovelier 
(with 171 viewers, on average); an MGM film with a “German” theme, The 
Great Waltz (167 viewers); Captains Courageous, with Spencer Tracy (165 
viewers), and two war films, A Guy Named Joe, also with Tracy (145 view- 
ers) and Thirty Seconds over Tokyo (141 viewers). Another war film, how- 
ever, stood out as the prisoners’ least favorite: Operation Burma, with Errol 
Flynn, attracted only ror viewers on average. Purple Heart, about Ameri- 
can pows, hardly did better (115 viewers), and neither did three other war 
films: Guadalcanal Diary (120 viewers); Back to Bataan, with John Wayne 
(132 viewers); and the Edward G. Robinson comedy Mr. Winkle Goes to 
War (134 viewers).*! 

Gordon himself proposed some theories of prisoner preference. The two 
favorite war films, A Guy Named Joe and Thirty Seconds over Tokyo, both 
had screenplays by Dalton Trumbo, who included “a maximum of expres- 
sive action and a minimum of dialogue as a matter of principle,” a poten- 
tially important difference for an audience of men who spoke little English. 
Gordon also pointed out that Captains Courageous had been made in Ger- 
many in 1937 as Manuel, and had been extremely popular in Hitler Youth 
Camps all over the country.” 

Thus the average German Pow seems to have been a fairly avid viewer 
who enjoyed the same pinup—Rita Hayworth—as did American Gis, while 
also appreciating quality war films (Trumbo’s), and taking a certain nation- 
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The list of films on the German prisoner of war circuit. Lost Horizon was one of ten Columbia films 


in distribution. (National Archives) 


alist and nostalgic pleasure in films that reminded him of home (The Great 
Waltz, Captains Courageous). But the camp context for all of these films was 
also overtly educational, with the synopses themselves, which were both 
posted and also read to the men before screenings, attempting to shape 
reception practices. 

Columbia Pictures placed ten films in camp distribution, among them 
Capra’s Lost Horizon (as well as the camp favorite, You Were Never Love- 
lier). The foreword to the synopsis for Lost Horizon, both posted and spo- 
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ken, stressed the need to understand the film as a prophetic one about 
World War II, and about the necessity of saving “civilization.” “In the early 
1930’s,” the synopsis began, “shadows of a future war could be discerned 
by far-seeing men. Many wondered what would become of Civilization, 
man’s cultural achievements, the treasures of Art he had created .. . An- 
other world-war, and Civilization, as man had known it, would be wiped 
off the face of the earth.”*3 Here the audience was taught a very specific 
kind of textual analysis, one that stressed interpreting the film as an anti- 
war tract, and that also, at least implicitly, blamed the spectators them- 
selves for the destruction of “civilization.” Viewing Lost Horizon and the 
other camp feature films was voluntary; nevertheless, entertainment be- 
came education or, more precisely, de-Nazification, with the men being 
encouraged to understand Capra’s 1930s utopianism as a warning against 
German aggression. 

The blame hinted at with Lost Horizon came to be stated overtly in the 
Why We Fight films. In the Pow camps, military officials hoped to use enter- 
tainment in the form of Hollywood movies as education. This is precisely 
the manner in which the Why We Fight documentaries were used in U.S. 
military bases. As the researchers in charge of the experiments pointed out, 
the fact that the men saw the documentaries outside of the usual army 
educational context may well have made recruits less resistant to the overt 
pedagogy of Capra’s movies. But in the pow camps, the Why We Fight 
series was clearly marked as educational, both in terms of the practical 
matter of repatriation after the war and in terms of understanding German 
responsibility for the war. 

The pows had to sit through lectures in German before the screenings 
of Capra’s documentaries, and English-version transcripts of some of these 
still exist. At the Indiantown Gap Military Reservation in Pennsylvania, 
for example, the speaker’s opening comments tell us something about ex- 
hibition practices at the camp. “First of all,” he began, “I will answer some 
questions which you have submitted and when it becomes dark enough, 
we will show the second film of the Why We Fight series.”** Here the men 
were either watching the film in a building in which windows could not be 
covered or, more likely, they had to watch outdoors, and hence only well 
after sundown. 

The speaker, either a prisoner himself or an American competent in Ger- 
man, then answered questions that had been submitted by pows. Almost all 
of them had to do with the goods that prisoners would be allowed to bring 
back to Germany after the war. “There are no restrictions on the types of 
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articles of personal property,” the speaker informed the men, except for 
“government issued property in excess of that authorized.” The men also 
would be permitted to bring back “photographs, diaries, personal manu- 
scripts, books, letters, and other written material,” as long as it had been 
“censored, packaged, sealed and stamped ‘approved’ at the camp level.” 
Overall, prisoners would be allowed a maximum of fifty-five pounds of ma- 
terial, “plus a special ten pounds allowance of publications purchased in 
prisoner of war canteens or distributed by the War Department.” ** In this 
case the educational evening began with an assertion of a kind of watchful 
benevolence on the part of the United States, which allowed the men sig- 
nificant leeway to bring back anything they wanted, as long as the military 
itself reserved the right to censor such personal items as diaries and letters. 

The lesson then moved from the local to the global as the speaker in- 
toned, “For the next few minutes, we will consider the results of the Pots- 
dam Conference which President Truman, Prime Minister Atlee, and Gen- 
eralissimo Stalin attended a few days ago.” Here the Allied nations became 
the benevolent overseers of global stability, as the results of Potsdam would 
lead to “speedier, more orderly, more cooperative and efficient peace settle- 
ments than could otherwise be obtained.” *° Only after this discussion of 
repatriation and world affairs did the speaker even mention the film for 
that evening, The Nazis Strike. And in the narrative of the evening’s edu- 
cation, the lecture preceding the film fell between the very personal inter- 
ests of the opening comments and the abstractly global aspects of the les- 
son about Potsdam. In preparing the audience for Capra’s film, the speaker 
tried to prepare them to accept Germany’s national guilt for the war. This 
guilt also became, in particular, that of Hitler rather than the prisoners be- 
cause the men in the Indiantown audience—just like the men in most of 
the pow camps—were not considered among those hardened Nazis who 
all had been squirreled away in separate camps. 

About the film, the speaker noted that it “shows in detail how the Ger- 
man Reich, under the leadership of the fanatic Hitler, secretly built up an 
army while insisting to the world that Germany’s only aim was peace.” He 
went on to say that “we will show how Hitler’s plan was to bite off little 
pieces of Europe,” and then he assured the men that “this is a factual film” 
and urged them to “note the consequences which Hitler imposed in coun- 
tries he conquered, namely, hunger, pestilence, famine, rape, stark terror 
and wholesale wanton destruction.”4” In American army camps the point 
of Why We Fight was to use the film series to create fighting men out of 
civilians. In the Pow camps, through the same films and through the lec- 
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tures that accompanied them, lectures that asserted the disaster of German 
military authority, the goal came to be to create a very different kind of 
masculinity. To U.S. military authorities the Germans needed to be turned 
into men who understood not the necessity of fighting but the importance 
of peace, and a peace as far as possible from German influence. 

There was, at least, one other difference in the uses of the programs in 
the different sites, at least if we believe the rhetoric of the officials involved. 
Rather than inspiring the men as in the American camps, the Why We Fight 
films were meant to make the pows accept a kind of national guilt and 
also to make them physically ill over the horrors of the Third Reich. Jaye 
Gordon, the army’s visual aids coordinator, stressed that the Hollywood 
“feature-film program was sold as entertainment,” and, in fact, they indeed 
were “sold,” as the prisoners had to use camp coupons to gain admission. 
Capra’s films, however, as well as other compulsory documentaries about 
Germany’s concentration camps, “cost the prisoners nothing,” in Gordon’s 
words, “except maybe their dinner.” ** 

With the fan mail for Meet John Doe, there seemed to be the possibility of 
a segment of the audience that was left virtually sickened by the films they 
saw. Remember, for example, the woman who, with her husband, usually 
came home from the movies “dripping with disgust.” In the prison camps, 
the construction of this kind of spectator came to be precisely the point; 
that is, spectators who would feel the need to avert their eyes, because they 
could not bear the images before them. Of course, Hollywood did not seek 
to create viewers who felt, mostly, “disgust.” But the prison camps did want 
to use Capra’s films to construct an aversive viewer —a viewer suffused with 
shame and coerced into watching what Gordon and other officials hoped 
would be unwatchable. 

We have scant direct evidence of pow response, sickened or otherwise.*® 
We do, however, have an extraordinary document assessing Capra’s films, 
written by a Pow. Oskar Wintergerst worked in a camp called “the Fac- 
tory” at Fort Kearney in Rhode Island. Factory workers, as Ron Robin has 
written, generally were chosen because they were the prisoners who were 
“alienated . . . intellectuals, disillusioned Communists, writers, and jour- 
nalists.”°° Military authorities hoped to use them to design a reeducation 
program fit for rank-and-file German soldiers. Reviewing Why We Fight as 
a tool of reeducation, Wintergerst developed a reception aesthetic based on 
national difference, varying notions of realism, and even camp politics in 
order to question the value of the films for pows.*! 

Wintergerst complained of the “trick” photography and fanciful editing 
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in some of the films, and he made a direct comparison between American 
and German indoctrination methods. Complaining about a scene in Pre- 
lude to War in which the German military appears to be firing on German 
civilians, Wintergerst wrote that “if a documentary film shall be addressed 
to the prisoners it must be free of hatred and falsifications.” He added 
that “this kind of propaganda was used by Goebbels, because the Nazis 
could not work with facts and arguments founded on reason.” In an at- 
tempt to delineate the specific differences between Americans and Germans 
as persuadable subjects, Wintergerst moved right to the issue of Hitler’s 
global desires. The researchers examining the usefulness of the films among 
Americans noted a 33 percent increase in the number of men who, after 
seeing The Battle of Britain, believed that Germany would have invaded the 
United States had it only been able to defeat England.°* Wintergerst, how- 
ever, explained that “the prisoner of war will not accept the German ex- 
pansion to America as credible reason for war with the U.S.A.,” with this 
kind of imperial enterprise simply the province of a few “primitive [Ger- 
man] politicians who had no idea of military possibilities.” Again and again 
Wintergerst emphasized the relationship between national difference and 
reception practice. “The Why We Fight series cannot fill [the] demand” for 
reeducation, he wrote, “because those films are cut for the orientation of 
the American soldier only.” Capra’s films were designed “to explain the 
causes of war to the American soldiers,” but now the military planned to 
show these films to German pows. Because of the original intention behind 
the films, Wintergerst wrote, “it cannot be expected that the films are fit 
as educational remedy.” Along with national considerations, camp culture 
itself probably affected reception. Wintergerst suggested that some pris- 
oners still might be “strongly impressed,” but only “if they are not under 
pressure of the camp-Gestapo,” those hardline Nazis who had not been 
successfully segregated from the rest. Later in his report Wintergerst la- 
mented that “the majority of prisoners have not yet [had] the opportunity 
for re-education, because the Nazi fanatics in the camps control the whole 
intellectual life.” °? 

Wintergerst’s POW viewer appears to be markedly different from Jaye 
Gordon’s: either disbelieving or still too much under Nazi influence rather 
than physically ill. Both Wintergerst and American officials, however, 
agreed that there were differences between American and German soldiers, 
and that the same films would produce different effects. Thus in the United 
States film education, at this time and at least in the military context, meant 
acknowledging the volatility of reception and also attempting—via scien- 
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tific studies and through “native informants” like Wintergerst—to under- 
stand reception practices and finally to control them. For Why We Fight, 
control meant realizing how to use specific kinds of film in the construc- 
tion of specific kinds of male subjects. In the United States during World 
War II, military officials and other professionals connected to the military 
understood the imperatives of American and German masculinity in very 
different ways. German and American soldiers watched the same films and 
often in camps just a few miles apart. The desired results, however, were 
absolutely at odds with each other. Nevertheless, both social scientists and 
government officials viewed the possibility of achieving those varied results 
as essential to guaranteeing a liberal, scientific postwar modernity at home, 
and lasting peace throughout the world. 


Rehabilitation through Film: 
The Case of It’s a Wonderful Life 


San Quentin warden Clinton T. Duffy began his 1951 prison memoir with 
a story about a movie. “One evening not very long ago I went to the movies 
to see a prison picture,” he wrote, and then goes on to say that “the film 


999 


was advertised as a ‘shocker’” because of its depiction of life in a jail os- 
tensibly modeled after San Quentin. Continuing his first-person narrative, 
Duffy states “I got quite an education that night,” and then described the 
warden “who was a pawn in the hands of a scheming chief guard,” all 
of the prisoners who, with the exception of the hero, “were cruel, mo- 
ronic characters . . . plotting all sorts of violence,” and the “vicious” guards 
who “clubbed prisoners whenever they felt like it.” Although unnamed, the 
movie obviously was Robert Rossen’s 1947 docu-noir Brute Force, which 
starred Burt Lancaster.** 

For Duffy, the movie did indeed provide an “education” about the ap- 
parent corruption of the postwar prison system, in complete contradiction 
to his own experience. To the warden’s alarm, the cinema provided the 
public with dubious information about inmates and the potential for their 
rehabilitation. To counter this narrative Duffy offered another one, which 
seemed practically to be taken from a Frank Capra film. Duffy’s father had 
been a guard at San Quentin, and one day, confronted by an angry pris- 
oner armed with a dagger made from a file, the elder Duffy said, “I am 
ashamed of you,” and then, “give me the shiv.” The prisoner acquiesced, 
saying, “I wouldn’t do this for any other man alive.” To the younger Duffy 
the lesson was a significant one, providing the “reminder that even the most 
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savage of men need and appreciate a friend.” Duffy added that “my father, 
in truth, was more of a friend than jailer to hundreds of San Quentin’s 
men.” From his father, the future warden learned the same lesson about 
the inestimable value of friendship and trust as did George Bailey in It’s a 
Wonderful Life. 

One of the marks of Duffy’s postwar progressivism in prison issues was 
his belief in the possibility of rehabilitating his inmates through stern kind- 
ness and common sense rather than punishment. He understood, as well, 
the educative potential of motion pictures. In the case of Brute Force, he 
realized that the cinema actually hindered the cause of spreading the word 
about the possibilities of prison reform in the world outside of prison walls. 
But he believed quite strongly in reversing this process, in showing movies 
on the “inside” to prisoners in order to entertain them and also to teach 
them certain truths. It was in this context that Duffy arranged a screening 
of It’s a Wonderful Life at San Quentin in January 1947, and then asked his 
inmates to tell him what they had learned. 

Before Duffy took over at San Quentin, the prisoners there never saw any 
movies. In 1941 Duffy mentioned this to his friend, movie executive Harry 
Warner, who according to the warden seemed incredulous “that there could 
be anywhere in the world an audience of five thousand men that had some- 
how eluded Warner Bros.” Warner promptly provided San Quentin with 
projectors and some films, and Duffy began weekly showings of movies lent 
to him by the Hollywood studios, despite warnings against allowing thou- 
sands of criminals to gather together in a room with the lights down so that 
“every sorehead in the place [could] take care of his beefs in the dark.”** 
Duffy showed the movies in the prison mess hall, and he only allowed at- 
tendance to those whose conduct and work records had been exemplary. 
Duffy understood very specific modes of prisoner reception. The movies 
were educational, allowing the men to keep up “with the world, its fash- 
ions and fads, its politics and preachings.” ‘7 The movies also offered the 
men at least partial escape from prison routine, and because of this Duffy 
decided in 1943 to bring 16mm projectors onto death row, where the pris- 
oners needed that type of escape more than did the other men. 

The belief in the educational and psychological benefits of movies in 
prison had a relatively recent history when Duffy took over at San Quentin 
in 1941. Indeed, education in general had been a low priority at most penal 
institutions. According to one educational journal from the period, for 
much of the early part of the twentieth century prison chaplains had been 
encouraged to “provide a limited amount of formal academic instruction,” 
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but as late as 1930 “no correctional institution in the country had a well 
formulated educational program as an integral part of its routine.”** At 
around that time —in keeping with several decades worth of developments 
in progressive education, the professionalization and bureaucratization of 
teaching, and general increases in the availability of all levels of educa- 


184 REGARDING FRANK CAPRA 


tion— prisons began providing full instructional programs. Experiments in 
Elmira, New York, soon moved to other states, and these programs at least 
in part marked an era in which prison authorities viewed education as the 
means for the social and economic rehabilitation of prisoners.* 

Of course, literature played a prominent role in these efforts. The press 
from the period occasionally told the public about the various Great Books 
programs in prisons, in which, in one instance, inmates “for two hours 
critically discussed Aristophanes’s Lysistrata, Birds, and Clouds.” © Inmates 
also had the option of studying other academic subjects or taking on voca- 
tional training, and after such courses of study men might earn their gram- 
mar school or high school diplomas or even receive college credit.*' As part 
of the educational and rehabilitative initiative, prison authorities under- 
stood that along with other kinds of training inmates needed the “stimu- 
lating of interest in wholesome leisure-time activities.” Implicitly this was 
because their pleasures had been less than “wholesome” before prison, but 
also, after their releases, it would allow them to mingle more easily in ac- 
ceptable spaces of popular culture—the concert hall, the theater, and the 
movie house, for example. To further this form of education some pris- 
ons brought professional theater to their inmates, in the form of plays or 
vaudeville acts, and also encouraged prisoners to produce and perform in 
shows.® In addition, movies came increasingly to be used in prison settings. 
These films were often educational rather than the Hollywood product, and 
the rationale behind showing them sounds a great deal like that directing 
the use of the Why We Fight films for soldiers. A 1942 essay titled “Prison 
Education and the Sound Film” intoned that “motion pictures when used 
intelligently can impart more factual information; bring about longer reten- 
tion; develop better relationship understandings; stimulate pupil descrip- 
tion, explanation, analytical thinking, imagination, and interest, and help 
the mentally retarded acquire more understandings.” * Just as important, 
movies helped offset the problems of one of the great difficulties among 
prisoners: illiteracy. 

Part of the intelligent use of motion pictures included Hollywood 
movies. While precise information can be difficult to come by, it seems 
likely that this, too, was a function of the changing attitudes during the 
19308 of prison authorities toward the needs of inmates.® As the prisoner 
wrote to Capra in 1939, Mr. Deeds Goes to Town was the first film shown in 
Folsom since the late r920s. Other prisons adopted film viewing as an ideal 
modern and potentially productive form of leisure activity. The New Jersey 
State Prison seems to have been particularly active, hiring J. A. Reynolds 
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as the director of recreation who oversaw film viewing. Along with other 
theater managers, Reynolds wrote in to the “What the Picture Did For Me” 
column in the trade weekly Motion Picture Herald to discuss the success or 
failure of different films. Three Cheers for Love, for example, a Paramount 
musical with Bob Cummings, proved to be a “good amusement” for the 
prison viewers in 1937. A year later, the men also liked Hula Heaven, with 
Reynolds urging fellow exhibitors to “book it and feature it.” The Citadel, 
a much more serious project that screened in 1939, demonstrates some of 
the connections between film and literature in the prison education pro- 
gram. Reynolds wrote that most of the inmates had read the novel before 
seeing the movie (which sounds very much like part of a classroom project 
fitting in well with a Great Books syllabus), and were then impressed by 
the direction of the film and by the performances. Inmates there also en- 
joyed the less-high-brow Honolulu with Eleanor Powell, as well as Reap the 
Wild Wind with Ray Milland and Paulette Goddard.°* 

Duffy showed films, too, with the warden and his prison emerging in 
popular discourse from the period as models of progressive prison re- 
form. Life magazine featured San Quentin in October 1947, with a ten- 
page spread of pictures and text. The magazine explained that the practice 
of prison administrators, “under California’s progressive penal system, is 
an earnest attempt to treat criminals like what they are—human beings, 
not much different from those outside the walls by any measurable stan- 
dards... . who have got into trouble through some flaw of the spirit.” Duffy, 
like his father, worked to become the inmates’ confidant and advocate, 
offering them “friendly counsel over the prison radio,” trying to lessen the 
ill effects of a deadly daily routine of activities, and developing art classes 
and hobby shops, prison orchestras and gymnastic teams. Significant for 
my project in this chapter, Duffy also encouraged the men to write up to 
“three letters a week to . . . family or friends,” a marked increase from 
the one letter per week “on a single piece of paper” allowed by most pris- 
ons. Life marveled that “strangely, many prisoners would rather write than 
receive letters—it gives them a chance for self-expression and for feeling 
important.” °” 

Correspondence classes had been offered at San Quentin at least since 
the 1920s.°* Warden Duffy, however, brought the classroom to the prison 
in 1943 when he began an affiliation between the prison and the College of 
Marin, which supplied instructors in a number of subjects. Between 1946 
and 1947, slightly over six hundred men were enrolled in the prison’s day 
school, and more than eighteen hundred in its night school—for a total, 
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in all probability, of nearly half the men in San Quentin. By 1947 thirty- 
two of these prisoners had received high school degrees and eleven earned 
elementary school diplomas. For Duffy and many other progressive war- 
dens like him, education came to be seen as the surest method of rehabilita- 
tion, with “cultural development,” which included exposure to Hollywood 
films, having a central role in prison pedagogy, along with vocational train- 
ing, instruction in citizenship, physical education, academic subjects, and 
training for family life.® 

The project of having convicts watch movies at least somewhat reversed 
the typical relationship between the prisoner and the photographic image, 
with inmates probably far more used to being the subjects for the cam- 
era rather than the viewers of motion pictures. John Tagg has written of 
the manner in which photography served as a means of surveillance and 
evidence gathering in the prison and the asylum in the nineteenth century, 
a process that led to the development of the mug shot, with new photo- 
graphic technologies providing new opportunities to document and con- 
trol inmate behavior.” In 1948, for example, eighteen months after the San 
Quentin screening of It’s a Wonderful Life, prisoners viewing films gave offi- 
cials at Colorado State Penitentiary in Canon City, in cooperation with Life 
magazine, a chance to use modern developments in photography to record 
inmates in the act of being spectators.”! 

Eagle Lion Films produced a movie that year called Canon City, about 
an actual jail break at the prison there. Brian Foy, who produced the film, 
sponsored a special screening of the movie for the prisoners, including the 
recaptured escapees. “While they watched,” Life reported, “photographer 
J. R. Eyerman . . . set up a battery of automatic cameras pointing at them, 
[and] used infrared film to catch their expressions in the darkness.” The 
extraordinary photographs show one escapee, “James Sherbondy, a lifer in 
for murder,” as he “hides his face in embarrassment from his fellow convicts 
when [his] screen counterpart shows remorse, gratitude, pity and other nor- 
mal emotions.” Another of the participants, R. L. Freeman, “a 21-year old 
kidnapper with a 25-year sentence, simply laughs.” A third viewer, “Billy 
New, the baby of the desperadoes, looks on unconcerned,” being “chiefly 
interested in meeting the actress who plays [the] role of his girlfriend.” ” 
In this rather extreme example, as the men got the chance to watch them- 
selves in the movie the camera that was trained on them could record their 
responses, with the result proving that the captured escapees remained in- 
corrigible—either embarrassed or amused by the representation of “normal 


emotions.” 
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When Warden Duffy spoke over the San Quentin radio system to tell 
the men to write their responses to Capra’s film, he almost certainly had 
nothing so extreme in mind as the Canon City exercise in photographing 
prisoners. But he probably did want to gauge the reception practices of his 
inmates in the same manner as the Life photographs. Thus watching movies 
in prison provided different kinds of education: the inmates might witness 
good models for various forms of behavior, while prison officials could get 
some sense of the success or failure of their efforts toward rehabilitation. 

Duffy’s request may have been somewhat unusual, but the screening 
itself formed part of an extensive interaction with mainstream popular cul- 
ture for the men in San Quentin. Just a few days before the film screen- 
ing, the prison had sponsored its thirty-second annual New Year’s Day 
show, with four thousand inmates cramming into a mess hall auditorium 
that seated only three thousand. The entertainers were singers and dancers 
from the San Francisco area, including a “Copacabana chorus,” acrobats, 
and jazz ensembles. The show seems to have been a big hit, with several of 
the inmates mentioning it in their comments to Duffy about It’s a Wonder- 
ful Life. Apparently echoing the enthusiasm of so many of the men, one of 
them told Duffy, “here is also thanking you for that grand, which is putting 
it mild, New Years show.” 7? 

There were also speeches at the prison, which were typically uplifting 
and educational. The same week as the screening, for example, Mrs. Maud 
Ballington Booth, the founder of the Prison Department of the Volunteers 
of America, spoke to the inmates on “her favorite theme—‘Men Can Be 
Trusted.’ ” The prisoners also took part in all kinds of sporting events, with 
baseball and basketball teams competing with other local squads, and box- 
ers fighting for prison championships. Inmates also formed a San Quentin 
orchestra with an “accompanying complement of vocalists, instrumental- 
ists, dancers, comedians, and tumblers.” 

We know about entertainment at San Quentin largely through the San 
Quentin News, the eight-page newspaper published by the prison every two 
weeks, with contributions from prison officials, the prisoners themselves, 
some outsiders, and various wire services. Along with general news, the 
paper provided information about high- and middle-brow culture, from re- 
views of John Hersey’s Hiroshima and Robinson Jeffers’s free adaptation 
of Medea, to Billy Rose’s regular columns about gossip and nightlife. The 
News also had complete radio listings, so the men must have been able 
to listen to their favorite programs. The dates and times for shows were 
usually accompanied by photos of radio actresses: Ann Blyth, for instance, 
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who “broke her back in a tobogganing accident” but had finally recov- 
ered; or the “lovely Joan Barton, one of the fastest rising young actresses 
in radio.”7° 

But mostly, there were movies. Duffy sponsored a full schedule of educa- 
tional and training films with the usual tedious titles: Story of Metal Bellows, 
Working Lathe, and Hay.’6 And the men also saw Hollywood films: in the 
weeks following It’s a Wonderful Life they watched a double bill of Gentle- 
man Joe Palooka and Bringing up Father; Jeanne Crain and Cornell Wilde 
in Centennial Summer (along with a cartoon and an episode of March of 
Time); Rosalind Russell in Sister Kenny (accompanied by an MGM newsreel 
and a Walt Disney cartoon); and Jack Carson in Two Guys from Milwaukee, 
along with a travelogue called South of Monterey and a Bugs Bunny cartoon 
(Hare-Raising Hare).’’ 

If the newspaper serves as an indication, none of these films generated 
the excitement of that for It’s a Wonderful Life. On the front page of the 
San Quentin News from 3 January 1947, next to an article headlined “Calls 
for Unskilled Men Drop,” an announcement told the men about “a movie 
‘treat, ” under which appeared a photograph of Donna Reed. The caption 
for the photo read: “One of the best motion pictures to be shown here 
in many a month will bring lovely Donna Reed, above, to the auditorium 
screen over the weekend in the showing of It’s a Wonderful Life.”’* Indeed, 
given the recurring pictures of radio and movie actresses, the men seem to 
have had a greater interest in female rather than male stars, and Reed may 
have been a far greater attraction for the men than any possible educational 
benefit in Capra’s film (an image of James Stewart appeared in the same 
issue of the News, but not until page 5, above a story detailing the actor’s 
return to movies after the war).” 


“A Warm Good Type of Sadness” 


After the screening of It’s a Wonderful Life, the inmates’ interest seemed far 
more focused on the emotional, moral, and intellectual impact of Capra’s 
film than on Donna Reed’s performance. Some of the responses, along with 
passing judgment on the film, provide a fuller understanding of the assign- 
ment that the warden gave the inmates. Fred McDermott prefaced his re- 
marks by telling Duffy: “You have asked over the radio hook-up, what our 
personal opinion was and what we got out of most in the recent picture,” 
indicating that the warden sought individual opinions of Capra’s film and 
also something larger about character development." Most of the men were 
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willing to oblige, but the film also made them judge not just their own re- 
actions but those of their fellow inmates, giving us an overall sense of the 
men who saw the film and of their general response to Capra’s movie. One 
of the men, for instance, felt the full burden of speaking for all of those 
men unable to respond to the warden’s request, praising Duffy for show- 
ing the film and then saying to him, “thanking you for myself, and [for] 
the many men who can not write.” Several of the inmates mentioned that 
the film remained a topic of conversation for a few days after the screen- 
ing: “Men are still talking about it and will for some time to come,” one 
inmate wrote, while another said, “I have heard a lot of comments on it 


in the yard and all of them were for it.” Still another letter, signed by four 
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men but written in the first-person singular, claimed that “coming out of 
the theatre I heard nothing but absolute praise from all sides.” The letter 
went from this description of prisoner reaction, based on what the inmates 
heard, to a more psychologized, more difficult to demonstrate assertion of 
the men’s response. “Everyone I am sure had a feeling of sadness,” the let- 
ter continued, “but a warm good type of sadness and silent reflection of 
our own loved ones at home.” *! 

Most of the letter writers, while often thanking the warden on behalf of 
all the men, responded primarily in personal terms. Some of the prisoners 
read the film as a political allegory (“To me it brought out the two extremes 
in democracy”); or in relation to class issues (“It illustrates the everyday life 
of the many Rich and underdog classes”). Others provided their thoughts 
on the film business (“The movie industry seems to be able to produce only 
an occasional picture of this caliber”); on the performances of the film’s 
stars (“James Stewart and Donna Reed deserve unlimited credit for doing a 
wonderful job of acting”); or on the director (“the Capra touch”).®* For the 
most part, though, the inmates openly told Duffy about their own highly 
charged reactions to the film. Other evidence from San Quentin during the 
period indicates that the prisoners were emotional men. In the Life maga- 
zine article about the prison, for instance, one inmate, telling the reporter 
about the importance of visitors, said “I cry when they come and I cry when 
they leave.” *? Moreover, despite the Canon City photographs of remorse- 
less criminals, the reception of It’s a Wonderful Life at the prison demon- 
strates that the inmates could be deeply moved, even to tears, by at least 
some films. 

For one inmate, the movie “made me realize I could still cry, and after all 
a good cry is good for anyone.” Another said that at “some parts I would 
laugh and other parts it would bring the tears to my eyes,” and yet an- 
other claimed that “parts of the picture started tears and again some parts 
I thought were very deep.” Other inmates “shed a tear or two” or “wept,” 
while one prisoner sought to confide in Duffy about the reaction of many 
men. “Warden I will tell you a little secret,” he wrote. “I looked around me 
in the show and through my tears I could see several more with wet eyes.” 
He concluded by saying that “it’s no disgrace to cry when we see such a 
wonderful picture as that was.” ** 

For all of the interest in reception studies over the last fifteen years, we 
still have very little understanding of, or knowledge about, crying in the 
cinema. Perhaps the best work, which we know about from the contempo- 
rary scholarship of Sue Harper and Vincent Porter, was conducted in Great 
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“] had tears in my eyes all the way through.” A letter to warden Duffy about It’s a Wonderful 
Life, signed by “one off yours boys.” (Wesleyan Cinema Archives) 


Britain in 1950 by the Mass Observation group of social scientists.** They 
asked both men and women about crying at the movies, and their findings 
tended to confirm notions of gender difference. That is, men much more 
than women sought emotional reserve in their film responses, although 
they might acknowledge crying. Most typically this occurred when they 
watched films about World War I, and they would often admit to having 
the ability to cry only since the war. 

These findings come from about the same time as the San Quentin 
screening, and they seem to indicate the possibility for men to cry while 
watching films that mirrored their own intensely emotional experiences. 
For the men in Great Britain, this meant being reminded of their own ac- 
tivities during the war. For the prisoners at San Quentin, just like many of 
the men in the Mass Observation studies whose combat experiences were 
still fresh in their memories, crying seemed directly related to the manner 
in which narrative events corresponded to past personal trauma. One of the 
inmates who cried wrote that, like George Bailey, “I have experienced some 
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very desperate times,” while another saw a direct link between George’s 
family crisis and his own. He wrote in rather abstract terms, but seemed to 
be talking about himself when he said that he cried because the film was 
“heart breaking,” making a married man “feel very bad that is if he was a 
fellow that didn’t take care of his home.” *¢ 

In the broadest use of the term, then, these men who cried, and many of 
the others who responded to Warden Duffy, “identified” with the narrative 
events of It’s a Wonderful Life and with James Stewart as George Bailey. 
The film made them reflect directly on their own experiences with family 
and friends, with religion, and with alcohol, and they did so by asserting a 
direct link between themselves and George. There is some empirical data 
about forms of identification like this, but it is primarily about women. 
Jackie Stacey has produced the most detailed work, and in her analyses 
of female film viewers and their relationships with female movie stars, she 
has noted several variations. Women might, in fact, worship these stars, 
or develop virtually romantic sensibilities toward them. They might also 
engage in what Stacey calls “transcendence,” that is, the “pleasure in imag- 
ining themselves taking on the roles and identities of the stars whilst in 
the cinema.” As one of Stacey’s respondents put it, “I was no longer in my 
seat but right up there fleeing for my life from chasing gangsters, skimming 
effortlessly over silver ice, or singing high and sweet like a lark: *¢ 

We see a form of this response with the men at San Quentin, with a 
difference that seems not so much gender based as it is dependent on the 
conditions of viewing and on the pedagogical project of showing movies 
in prison; that is, teaching the men to be responsible citizens. For Stacey’s 
women, seeing themselves on screen constituted a kind of escapism from 
the theater and into the screen itself. The prison inmates, however, did 
not imagine themselves transcending the material experience of viewing. 
Rather, in “seeing” themselves on the screen they seemed to understand 
both the circumstances that helped get them into jail and also the necessity 
and possibility of rehabilitation. 

The men at San Quentin experienced with particular power their own 
form of identification. One inmate explained that “the feeling was so in- 
tense it made one almost live the part by watching,” while another wrote, 
speaking for all the men, that “one in here couldn’t possibly help feeling 
that he was the central character, facing the troubles [and] worries of life 
and winning out in the end.” ** Most of the men, along with these general 
assertions of their own interchangeability with George, also located spe- 
cific aspects of the film that made it possible for them to see their own 
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lives on screen. Indeed, many of the prisoners focused on one aspect of 
George Bailey’s character that, quite possibly, may have gone more or less 
unnoticed by other groups of viewers. Aware that he is now in Pottersville 
and needing to calm his nerves, Bailey drags his angel, Clarence, into a bar 
for a drink. To the men at San Quentin, this was the sign of Bailey’s descent 
into alcoholism, and thus the mark of his desperation. 

One prisoner turned this scene into the lesson of the film: “The picture 
shown last week had a good moral,” he wrote, adding emphasis. He then 
stated that the movie “proves that alcohol does destroy the marital and 
moral fiber of all who drink, moderately or otherwise.” Some of the pris- 
oners took a less distanced approach to the issue and used Bailey’s drink- 
ing as a means of speaking autobiographically. For one of them, the film 
“showed it did not pay to worry and then try and hide them with a bottle 
of liquor, or anything else as some people do and I also have done.” And 
still another wrote, somewhat ruefully, that the surest lesson of the film 
was to “leave liquor alone” because “it is never our friend.” As a postscript 
he wrote, “I know.” ®? 

From the remarks about alcohol, we can learn something of the culture 
of San Quentin. One prisoner wrote, for instance, that films like It’s a Won- 
derful Life “would work hand in glove with the weekly A.A. Broadcast” at 
the prison.”°? The introduction of Alcoholics Anonymous to San Quentin 
sounds like one of Duffy’s innovations, and it also indicates the extent to 
which alcoholism was a problem among the inmates. But the responses 
about drinking most often stressed the perceived direct link between Bailey 
and the inmates, thus presenting us with a less artificial rendering of the 
viewing situation recorded in Life about the Colorado prison. At Canon 
City, the inmates witnessed their own escape on screen. At San Quentin, 
prisoners configured a minor moment in George Bailey’s life into signifi- 
cant scenes from their own lives. 

One such viewer showed the possibility for moving back and forth, be- 
tween acknowledging a personal relationship with the film and also a more 
abstract, political one. The same viewer who wrote “I know” about the 
problems of alcohol also placed the film in a far broader context. Making 
an economic analysis of Capra’s film, he said that the movie showed “the 
fight the ‘small’ business man has on its hands when fighting ‘capital’ & 
organized business.” *! For at least one of the viewers, though, the likeness 
between Bailey and himself blocked any other reading, and seemed so in- 
tense as to make the movie unwatchable. “Being an Alcoholic myself,” he 
wrote, “I remember too many fool things I did and they greave (sic) me 
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so I can’t stand to see much of those things any more.” We have seen be- 
fore, in some of the responses to Meet John Doe, that the cinema might cre- 
ate disgust in viewers, both a compulsion to watch and a shame at having 
continued to watch, in that case because the quality of Hollywood films 
seemed so low. In the instance of Capra at San Quentin, however, those 
films depicting drinking made this prisoner “grieve” so significantly that he 
found it virtually impossible to go on watching. That same prisoner con- 
cluded his letter to Duffy by saying, “We have had two horse pictures lately 
that I like better than any of the others.”*? A great many of the prisoners 
seemed to value the opportunity to watch a movie like Capra’s with what 
seemed to them to be positive messages. For at least this inmate, however, 
the motion picture in prison had to function purely as escape rather than 
as a reminder about one’s life or as a means of rehabilitation. In this case 
viewing pleasure came directly in inverse proportion to the intensity of the 
viewer’s identification with events and characters. 

Most of the men, of course, were able to watch the movie without this 
kind of discomfort, and for them the connections between their own lives 
and the action in the film tended to produce a kind of contemplative identi- 
fication, linked most directly with Bailey’s desire never to have been born. 
One prisoner enjoyed the film, and afterward thought his “pleasure came 
from the quality of the production and unusually capable acting perfor- 
mances.” His appreciation moved from the aesthetic to the philosophical 
and personal as he added that “later I thought about the movie and knew 
that several times in my own life I have sincerely (or so I thought at the 
time) wished I had never been born.” Capra’s film “convinced” him that 
he had “been of some help to various people when they needed help.”° 

Similar sentiments occur in many of the responses, and most of them 
indicate that the prisoners had done a good deal of thinking about It’s a 
Wonderful Life, even well after the screening had ended. “After seeing it I 
thought what good or bad has come to people through contact with me,” 
one prisoner wrote. He then asked, “If I hadn’t been born what would the 
life of people I have come in contact with have been like?” °* The film im- 
pressed one prisoner as “the best picture I’ve ever seen,” and he said that “I 
have been thinking about it ever since I saw it.” He added, “Many times | 
wished I’d never been born or that I was dead just like the main character in 
the picture.” The inmate told the warden that “the picture has caused me to 
think a lot of my own life.” °* Another prisoner, however, made it clear that 
the men really did not need the film to make them contemplate their past. 
“Most of us who are in places like San Quentin,” the inmate wrote, “have 
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time to sit back and think of what might have happened had we taken a 
different course in life.”°* Thus San Quentin, and the events that put the 
inmates there, seem to have produced a reception context in which Bailey’s 
desire never to have been born entered into an ongoing autobiographical 
and philosophical dilemma among the men. Capra’s film seemed to have 
provoked even further thinking about the issue, and perhaps motivated new 
conclusions for the prisoners about the worth of their lives. 


“Believe Me Warden, It Hit Home” 


While the film moved the men to philosophize about the value of their 
lives, it also mobilized serious consideration of the responsibilities they 
carried for the problems they had caused and the pleasures they had lost. 
In these responses the men typically referred to a domestic discourse, both 
metaphorically and actually, with home and the family becoming dominant 
terms. One prisoner wrote that the film made him “realize the unhappiness 
I caused . . . by being a fool and getting into trouble.” He then told Duffy, 
“Believe me, Warden, it hit home.” Another inmate, who enjoyed the film 
“for the simple reason [that] it was human and down to earth,” agreed that 
“it hit so close to home.”*” For most of the men, though, the link to home 
was not so metaphorical. They were moved most strongly, and identified 
most clearly, with the depiction of the Bailey family— George, his wife, and 
their children. The inmates frequently framed their responses in terms of 
familial memory: the damage they had done to their loved ones and also 
the manner in which the film made them nostalgic for the family pleasures 
that they remembered. 

Some of the men felt compelled to talk about the film with their fami- 
lies. “I told my wife to see it,” one said, because Capra’s film would “bring 
back a lot of home life.”* For another inmate, the nostalgia generated by 
the film was for that which he could not get back, because of divorce or 
separation or death, and rather than imagine himself as George Bailey, he 
saw in Mary Bailey his own exwife. “I had a wonderful wife,” he wrote, 
“whose patience, understanding, love and help when times were tough, was 
on par with the part Donna Reed played in the picture.” He then extended 
his familial reading of the film to the warden and even the warden’s wife, 
and interpreted Bailey as the kind of father figure that Duffy seemed to be 
for at least some of the men. He thanked the warden for the picture and 
hoped that, “for all the good you have done . . . you and Mrs. Duffy will 
be rewarded .. . in the fact that you, like Mr. Stewart, have done so much 
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that only a life long career of happiness could repay your kindness.” Still 
another inmate talked about his “four and a half year old daughter that I 
love very dearly and it is my desire to make up as much as possible to her 
for what I am causing now.” One of the men told Duffy that “I have a wife 
and two children whom I love as much as Jimmy Stewart loved his wife and 
family, and I know they feel the same way towards me.” He concluded by 
assuring the warden that “when I am fortunate enough to be reunited with 
them I know that I can give them the happiness they have always wanted 
and deserved.” 1°° 

For so many of the inmates, then, the film generated identification with 
Bailey as a husband and father, and provided melancholic fantasies of a 
home life that would be forever deprived to them or that might some day be 
attainable. In the latter instance the film indeed functioned, as Duffy hoped 
it might, as a metaphor of recuperation and rehabilitation, with the men 
apparently coming to understand the proper ways to return to their fami- 
lies after their sentences had ended. We cannot, of course, ever know if the 
men rejoined their families or if they did so successfully. Indeed, reading 
the letters now, at more than a fifty-year remove, one cannot help but be 
struck by the sadness of the men’s hopes for families like George’s and at 
the seeming difficulty of ever finding Bedford Falls-style happiness after 
prison. But at least in the context of life at San Quentin, the film motivated 
very specific responses about wives and children and very precise forms of 
spectatorial desire regarding families. For the inmates, the fantasy gener- 
ated by It’s a Wonderful Life concerned love and stability —typically with a 
return to the location where the men had already experienced these feelings 
and, in most cases, felt responsible for losing them. 

This desire to go back to the family constitutes a rehabilitative discourse 
in the literal sense of the word, a restoration to a condition of stability and 
well-being. But the film also motivated another sort of rehabilitative recep- 
tion that detailed the religious lessons that the men claimed to have learned 
from or had reinforced by It’s a Wonderful Life. One inmate seems to have 
experienced a religious epiphany from the movie, telling the warden that 
Capra’s film had “something to do with a scripture that I read in the Bible 
and never was able to understand [that] the lips of the righteous shall feed 
many, but the lips of the wicked shall die, from want of wisdom.” In similar 
fashion, another inmate wrote that “I believe a fitting moral to the picture 
would be the scripture, ‘whatsoever a man soweth, that also shall he reap.’ ” 
Aligning himself with Bailey and speaking autobiographically rather than 
scripturally, one prisoner claimed that “once I felt the same way he did, 
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had no friends and thought that all was lost[,] but one thing I found out [is] 
a prayer can always be answered if you really pray.” For another inmate, 
“This picture . . . brought out the fact that God is ever near, and surely I 
must have a guardian angel or I should long ago have been dead.” 1°! 

The film seemed so transparently spiritual to so many men that in their 
responses they barely referred to It’s a Wonderful Life but instead used the 
occasion to explain their religious philosophies. “I am a firm believer in 
the Golden Rule,” one wrote, and then continued, “as a man thinketh so 
is he, and all things work together for good to those who love The Lord.” 
Continuing to use the responses as a means of praising Duffy, and in addi- 
tion to likening him to Bailey, the men sought to compare him to George’s 
savior. One inmate said, simply, “You Warden Duffy are our Guarding [sic] 
Angel.” Others enjoyed the picture not so much for themselves, but for the 
other men and the lessons they may have learned, with one inmate writing 
that “I am always glad to see pictures with connections of our Heavenly 
Father,” adding that “I know it was a very good picture for the morals of 
thetmmiates.aive 

In seemingly overwhelming terms, the men interpreted the film as a reli- 
gious allegory and as a means of speaking of their own religious beliefs. We 
have seen before, in the case of Meet John Doe, that a Capra film might pro- 
voke discussion about the Golden Rule or about the spirituality of Holly- 
wood films generally. Of course, It’s a Wonderful Life has a more specifi- 
cally religious narrative than any other Capra film, and it seems to have 
been used by the men as a means of telling Duffy about the spiritual reha- 
bilitation they had already begun, or about a religious education to which 
the film contributed. These men had a clear sense that the cinema needed 
to have a moral mission, and that films like Capra’s and leadership like 
Duffy’s might combine to provide both uplift and enlightenment. At least 
implicitly, the modern prison and the current cinema were combined in 
the men’s thoughts about the film as potential locations and institutions of 
religious conversion and education. 

In responding to the religious dimension of It’s a Wonderful Life, the 
men at San Quentin apparently wanted to let Warden Duffy know that they 
were already on their way to a spiritual rehabilitation, and that the movie 
served to confirm the correctness of the path they had chosen. Moreover, 
many of the discussions of family indicated the manner in which the film 
provoked a kind of nostalgic response, most typically for families and for a 
past domestic happiness that was either real or imagined. But Capra’s film 


also motivated what might be called a prospective response, an autobio- 
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graphical reading not about the men’s past lives or current rehabilitation 
program but rather based on what they hoped their lives might look like 
once they were out of jail. Rather than identifying themselves strongly with 
George’s situation at the time of viewing the film, these men in fact aspired 
to imitate George and to replicate the movie’s narrative sometime in the 
future. 

One inmate, who told Duffy that he had been in jail for only nine 
months, said “that is how I would like to be in the ‘Free World’ to be so 
popular with my friends.” Another prisoner, who found the film just “a 
little eccentric,” nevertheless told Duffy, almost certainly reflecting on his 
own situation, “wouldn’t it be wonderful if a person really could wake 
up from a nightmare of dreams and find himself happiness and reality in- 
stead?” Another inmate wrote that the film “just shows that no matter how 
dark life looks to one, there’s always a brighter side,” and then insisted 
that “I myself I know I am going to see the brighter side someday.” °° Thus 
in some cases the film gave the men a vocabulary for dealing with their 
own incarceration—the “nightmare” from which one might awaken. But 
for many more of them the film developed an imitative fantasy, in which the 
men seemed to sense that their own lives had at least somewhat matched 
the trajectory of Bailey’s through some of the film, and so they hoped to 
use Bailey’s eventual triumph as their model for a life outside of prison, in 
the “Free World.” For these men the film generated pleasures that were not 
so much about mirroring past and present but were instead based on pro- 
viding a sort of narrative closure to their own lives that might match the 
one that Capra provided for George Bailey. 


“Made Me Feel Sort of Wistful” 


Not all of the men discussed the film uncritically. Two of them, for instance, 
disputed Capra’s ending and felt that Lionel Barrymore’s evil Mr. Potter 
should have been redeemed. “I think,” one of them wrote, “seeing as there 
was so much xmas spirit and good feeling towards Jimmy [Stewart] and 
family that Potter should have followed suit by bringing back the $8,000, 
confessing, asking forgiveness, so there would have been the real happy 
ending for the picture.” Another wanted to put himself in Capra’s place, 
saying “I wish I could have been the one to put an ending, I would have 
had the old rich man to be at the end and make him give up the money 
he had stolen from the old man who was his uncle I think.” !°* This consti- 
tutes a critical discourse both common to Capra fans of the period and also 
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different. The viewers who wrote letters to the director after seeing Meet 
John Doe tended also to complain about the ending, in that case because 
Edward Arnold’s evil media magnate did indeed undergo too much of a 
conversion in the final scene. Here, though, at least some of the prisoners 
sought an absolutely happy ending, even down to Mr. Potter understanding 
and making amends for the error of his ways. 

There also were comments that were more fully dismissive. “To me the 
Picture itself did not interest me,” one inmate told the warden. But he went 
on to say that “the part I enjoyed most was the good fellowship and home- 
like atmosphere the two brothers were raised up in.” The prisoner ex- 
plained that “there [sic] Mother [and] Father were ideal Parents, it brought 
back to me little insidents [sic] in my youth [and] made me feel sort of 
wistfull [sic].” °° This constitutes a complicated kind of response, one that 
combines both a distance from the film and an attraction to it. In so doing, 
it acknowledges the film’s ability, and quite possibly that of the cinema 
in general, to mobilize powerful and pleasurable identificatory fantasies in 
spite of aesthetic or intellectual distaste. For this prisoner, despite his lack 
of interest in Capra’s film, It’s a Wonderful Life nevertheless had an impact 
similar to that experienced by so many of the men, producing nostalgia for 
a time before prison when families could be together. 

These responses from the inmates at San Quentin may well demonstrate 
the possibility of reception practices unique to the confined spectator. One 
inmate wrote that Capra’s film “made us stop and think about others” and 
then referred directly to the manner in which the site of exhibition—San 
Quentin—affected viewer reaction. “It is hard to express our suppressed 
feelings toward others in here,” he said, “but it did make us feel better 
inside.” He added that all viewers would have “those feelings,” but that 
these sentiments were much more “relaxed . . . on the outside” rather than 
in prison.’ Watching It Happened One Night as a high school student in 
a film appreciation class, or the Why We Fight films as draftees, almost 
certainly influenced viewer response. But the Canon City experiment may 
have been right about one aspect of prison viewing. There was, indeed, 
something particularly significant about inmates watching movies, with the 
men’s status as prisoners having a determinant effect on reception greater 
than that of any Capra audience examined here so far. 

The men in San Quentin believed that while watching It’s a Wonderful 
Life they saw their own lives on screen, yet at the same time the film al- 
lowed them to imagine what their lives might be like. That is, Capra’s movie 
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seemed to develop a kind of duplicative response (George’s life was like 
those of the inmates) as well as an imitative one (the inmates hoped that 
they could be more like George). Because of their confinement, these view- 
ers were denied some of the usual means of imitation; they could not, for 
instance, buy any of the products associated with the film or dress like any 
of the stars. As Stacey has pointed out, in just these ways imitation usually 
comes to be linked to various forms of consumption.’ For the prison view- 
ers of Capra’s film, however, imitation might only be linked to the behavior 
they saw on screen, and to imagining the possibilities of replicating, at some 
point in their own lives, the film’s domestic scene. In no way is this a purer, 
more admirable form of imitation; it is, however, a form that typically has 
not been remarked upon. 

Just as the inmates saw their own lives in the movie while also seeing 
the lives they would like to lead, so too did these viewers experience It’s 
a Wonderful Life as both escapist and instructive. One inmate wrote that 
the film “was something wonderful,” explaining that, “for as long as the 
pic[ture] was on I forgot I was in San Quentin.” At the same time, the in- 
mate said he learned a lesson, and it was one of those that so many of the 
men linked to the rehabilitative function of the film. “The picture had this 
effect on me,” he said, that “as long as a man has friends he isn’t lost and 
that it cost so little to do a good turn than to do other-wise.” '* As Duffy 
had hoped when he instituted screenings at San Quentin, this film, for at 
least a couple of hours, let the men forget about being in prison. But also 
as Duffy had hoped when he gave the men their written assignment, It’s a 
Wonderful Life seemed to provide lessons for life outside of jail. 

Thus we come to the significant similarities as well as differences in the 
audiences examined here. For the American soldiers, German prisoners 
of war, and San Quentin inmates, military and prison officials hoped that 
Capra’s films might have educational effects on the men. In the case of the 
soldiers the effects were to be immediate as they came to understand the 
reasons for the war and the necessity of their own involvement in it. For 
the German and San Quentin prisoners, the results would be prospective, 
after their release. Even with the Why We Fight films, however, military so- 
cial scientists wanted to use their audience to test the postwar educational 
possibilities of films in general and documentaries in particular. In each 
case, then, and despite the differences between the goals of psychologists 
and sociologists on the one hand and a prison warden on the other, we see 
in practice the era’s belief in the possible therapeutic nature of the movies. 
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For these experts and overseers, motion pictures had the ability to work 
positive and measurable changes in the people watching them; in particu- 
lar films were capable of assimilating audiences to preferred but unfamiliar 
cultures, from military collective to democratic citizenship to law-abiding 
domesticity. 
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Chapter Six 
Politics and Pedagogy near the End of a Career: 


From Feature Films to Television Production 


n May 1948 Susan Clark of Yakima, Washington, wrote an apprecia- 
i& letter to Capra, in which she told the director “yesterday, as you 

know, was Mother’s Day and for my special treat we went to see State 
of the Union. Thank you, Mr. Capra, for every moment of that story por- 
trayed and ‘lived’ on that screen as only Americans could portray and ‘live’ 
that particular phase of our life.” For Clark, Capra’s latest film celebrated 
both the national and the familial, capturing and combining the country’s 
values and those of Mother’s Day. In other words, State of the Union was a 
Capra film very much like the movies he had made before. Despite Clark’s 
endorsement, and the sense of its continuity with the rest of Capra’s film- 
ography, the movie marks the beginning of that period of the director’s 
career that has most typically been seen in terms of decline. State of the 
Union, which was the director’s second production for Liberty Films (and 
distributed by MGM), now seems more like one of the lesser films from 
the Spencer Tracy-Katharine Hepburn cycle than it does a Capra movie. 
Capra himself, in his autobiography, lamented somewhat melodramatically 
that State of the Union was to be his “last independent production,” and 
that afterward he “hocked [his] gifts in his finest hour” by signing a long- 
term contract with Paramount, “where he slowly drank the hemlock of 
champions.” Joseph McBride, in his biography of Capra, writes that with 
State of the Union the director suddenly “developed an inability to think in 
visual terms,” and that this malaise indicated the onset of a case of “cre- 
ative catatonia.” In the most extended scholarly analysis of Capra’s work, 
Ray Carney calls State of the Union “a disappointing and confused film,” 
and he dispenses with the four feature films Capra made after State ina 
brief and sketchy final chapter? Most film scholars give even shorter shrift 
to the science films that Capra made for television between 1956 and 1958. 


This scholarly disapproval is from a remove of forty or fifty years, but at 
the time of State of the Union, and his features from the early r950s (Riding 
High [1950] and Here Comes the Groom [1951]), Capra’s audiences under- 
stood the director as a celebrity of international significance. They also 
noticed, and were only too glad to write Capra about, major problems with 
his films. Before and during World War II, the perceived quality of Capra’s 
movies validated his reputation as an engaged filmmaker. After the war, 
that reputation came to be reinforced by what some viewers saw as the po- 
litical and religious significance of Capra’s films, and by their status as ob- 
jects worthy of significant intellectual inquiry, perfectly suited for analysis 
in the college classroom. Nevertheless, Capra’s position as one of the great 
men of American cinema also served to heighten his fans’ disappointment 
over their sense of the inadequacies of his new films. 

I plan here to look at the period of Capra’s “decline” and to complicate 
received notions of the end of his career. As Capra moved from the film 
studio to a different kind of corporation, AT&T, for which he made his sci- 
ence films, his career may certainly have changed for the worse. But it may 
also have found its most logical extension, as the director whose films fig- 
ured so prominently in a variety of educational projects now made films 
for an audience of students. The fan mail that Capra received about State 
of the Union, which tells the story of a failed run for the Republican presi- 
dential nomination by an idealistic politician, echoes that for Meet John 
Doe by coming from an audience of politically engaged film viewers. The 
mail also, finally, demonstrates the appropriateness of Capra’s place in the 
academy as something of a master teacher. With the broadcast of his sci- 
ence films, Capra’s mail further asserts the director’s pedagogical skill. The 
audiences for those films were also carefully tracked by AT&T, with the re- 
sults of various polls and questionnaires placing Capra in a role central to 
the dissemination of scientific knowledge, just as, fifteen years before, he 
had spread the word about World War II to millions of young men in the 
armed forces. 


“The First Film I Wanted to 
See Was a Capra Film” 


For some of his fans, the story of Capra’s life seemed far more impor- 
tant than the stories of his new films. Probably to publicize the opening 
of Riding High in 1950, Capra appeared on a series of radio shows. Mrs. 
Earl L. Summers, after she heard one of them, wrote to Capra to extol 
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the biography of the successful immigrant and to explain the connection 
she felt to Capra’s origins. “I was quite thrilled . . . to hear you say you 
were from Sicily,” she wrote, and then continued, “I am very proud of 
my heritage,” adding that “both my Mother and Dad were born in Pa- 
lermo.” She closed by telling Capra that “you just thrilled me with your 
story ... & especially coming from my people’s native land.”? Another Ital- 
ian American felt a similar closeness to Capra’s background, and so wrote 
the director to voice his own concerns about Hollywood’s representational 
practices. After praising Riding High, Peter T. Campon complained that “I 
deeply regret to see that a new picture called The Black Hand is about to 
be thrust upon the public, for I feel that it will give a wrong impression of 
our people.” He then linked his disappointment to the standard criticism 
of Jews in Hollywood, asking Capra, “How would Mr. Schenck [MGM ex- 
ecutive Nicholas Schenck] feel should a picture be produced detrimental 
to his Racial group?” Campon answered his own question, insisting that 
Schenck “would be the first to holler to the high heavens.”* 

As he typically did with his fan mail, Capra took this letter quite seri- 
ously and responded by stating that “No, Mr. Schenck wouldn’t like it if 
his race was belittled, as witness the row over the character of Fagin in 
the Oliver Twist picture made in England.” Capra then reasoned that “the 
only way to overcome these racial sensitivities is by understanding and edu- 
cation and not by suppression.”* Here Capra took on the role of peda- 
gogue, not so much in relation to his current film but in the broad terms 
of a postwar enlightened liberalism marked by communal harmony and 
racial understanding. In each case, though, with Mrs. Summers and Peter 
Campon, Capra had taken on a significance based on his celebrity as a di- 
rector yet exceeding any of the implications of a film as slight as Riding 
High, a horse-race fantasy that was a remake of Capra’s own Broadway Bill 
from 1934. The fans of Meet John Doe saw Capra as the leader of a political 
movement that would grow from the movie. A decade later, at least some 
of his fans used Capra’s new film as a pretext for telling him of his status 
as an exemplary immigrant, as an inspiration to others with similar family 
histories, and to make an appeal to this shared background in order to get 
Capra to do something about perceived slights to Italians in the standard 
Hollywood studio product. 

Thus to at least some audiences in the United States, apparently those 
with a familial link to Capra’s heritage, the director was viewed as sig- 
nifying the possibilities of the melting pot and the potential for increased 
understanding among national, racial, and ethnic groups. Of course, as 
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well as standing for a kind of postwar international humanism, Capra also 
had a significant international audience. Those viewers, or at least those 
who wrote fan mail, had for many years been unfailingly supportive. With 
his postwar films, however, that audience became a somewhat more vexed 
one, pointing out the apparent volatility in these viewers’ understanding of 
Capra’s films and his career. _ 

Echoing requests for copies of John Doe’s radio speeches, one viewer in 
Canada asked Capra if there were any way he could “get ahold of a [State of 
the Union] script (or, failing this, Mr. Tracy’s ‘honest’ political speeches).” ° 
We can get a sense here of a film culture extending well beyond the the- 
ater, in which a movie becomes a literary artifact, worthy of being read as 
well as seen, and in which those declarative moments so typical of Capra’s 
films—Doe on the radio, Mr. Smith in the senate chamber, Mr. Deeds in 
court— might serve as continuing inspiration. To go along with this belief 
in the political uplift of Capra’s films, there was also a significant interna- 
tional fan base that viewed Capra as a major star. After seeing Here Comes 
the Groom, one fan in Brazil wrote to Capra, asking him “a great favor: 
your photograph, to put it in the first place of the producers page on my 
album.” He explained that he had a scrapbook of some 680 photographs, 
with “artists, producers, directors, etc.”’ He also took the opportunity to 
ask Capra for pictures of some of the performers in the film. Capra sent 
a script to the viewer from Canada and an autographed photo to the fan 
in Brazil, thereby acknowledging at least to some extent his singular im- 
portance to an international audience as a director of political films and 
also his participation in a Hollywood star system that extended its reach 
to most of the countries in the world. 

Yet another fan familiar with Capra from an international context wrote 
to express his deep disappointment with one of the director’s recent films. 
Similar to so many of Capra’s American viewers who saw his films as alle- 
gories of Americanism, this one equated the importance of coming to the 
United States with the significance of the director’s movies. As a result, 
having “first arrived from France to the states,” the viewer wrote, “the first 
film I wanted to see was a Capra film.”*® He went on to speak for all of 
the French, and to assert the same kind of importance for Capra’s films 
for that national audience that was claimed by so many American view- 
ers: “Nobody in my country has forgotten Mr. Smith or Why We Fight.”° 
Thus aware of Capra’s filmography, he could only write to tell the director 
that, after seeing Here Comes the Groom, he “was terribly disappointed.” 
He admonished Capra by saying that the “candy-sweet stuff” of the film 
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“js not true Capra,” and that “you are worth more than the ‘Cool Cool 
of the Evening’ [the song in the film], the tap-dance sequence or that aw- 
ful part .. . where Anna Maria [Alberghetti] sings and where everybody is 
crying without exactly knowing why.” 

These letters indicate an extraordinary relationship between viewer and 
director, one in which the viewer expected continued work of inspirational 
and political importance far beyond the range of most films. Then, when 
the director delivered a standard Hollywood film, that viewer felt embold- 
ened to express disappointment directly. The French fan went on to tell 
Capra that “I am really sorry to write such hard things but as I said, I like 
you too much not to tell you what I think,” and he urged Capra to “do a 
trip to Europe,” and then “come back and give us another Masterpiece.” 
According to this criticism, then, Capra’s Americanism needed to be re- 
freshed by a new, global consciousness, one that could come from seeing 
postwar Europe. Here Capra, whom scholarship typically views as having 
been uniquely in touch with the American viewer, instead had lost contact 
with his international audience, to which he owed yet another great film. 

The letter from the French viewer seems like a reasoned, intelligent one, 
without the dramatic family histories related by some of the fans who wrote 
Capra or, worse, the antisemitism. It serves to further indicate the vast audi- 
ence with high expectations of Capra’s films, and it provides a hint of at 
least some of the pressure Capra must have felt to reproduce the success 
of his earlier movies. The correspondence that so clearly addressed Capra’s 
international celebrity also echoed the range of opinions about the film- 
maker as well as State of the Union and some of the later films, and came 
from viewers with no stated links to other countries or cultures and who 
were concerned primarily with the potential of American cinema. 

To those fans who professed to being sick of the typical studio product, 
Capra stood out as an anti-Hollywood hero, just as he had with Mr. Smith 
Goes to Washington and Meet John Doe. From Iowa, Joseph Hull wrote to 
Capra in May 1948, and as if to underscore Capra’s connection to the politi- 
cal Hull also sent a copy of the letter to lowa senator Bourke Hickenlooper 
in Washington, D.C. Hull then showed his common cause with Capra, say- 
ing that while “your business is making moving pictures and my business 
is manufacturing fur coats . . . the government of this nation is both of our 
businesses.” Thus in praising Capra’s film Hull addressed the director as a 
man of singular talent and also as an equal, stating “I enjoyed [State of the 
Union] more than any picture I can remember.” Hull had “been a regular 
patron of the movies” but gave up on them after seeing Bing Crosby and 
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Bob Hope’s latest “road” picture. That movie convinced him that “filmfare 
was at a low level for my money and my time was better spent with books, 
radio and hobbies.” For Hull, this “fan letter, which is the first to my rec- 
ollection,” was designed to tell Capra, one of the two or three most famous 
and successful directors of the era, that rather than representing an indus- 
try he stood apart from it.!? Even after the war, and bringing to mind some 
of the fan response to Meet John Doe, Capra made serious-minded films for 
people who did not like movies and who had even stopped going to them, 
and who rejected the escapist frivolousness of films like the “road” movies 
made by Hope and Crosby. 

The Road to Rio (1947), of course, might seem too easy a target. But 
viewers who shared Hull’s opinion also rejected the high-quality Holly- 
wood superproduction, a kind of film not dissimilar, in budget and star 
power, from many of Capra’s movies. From Maplewood, New Jersey, 
Addie Witherspoon Caroulli asked Capra, after seeing State of the Union, 
“Why can’t we have more such movies?” Just the week before she had seen 
David O. Selznick’s Duel in the Sun, thinking that she “was in for a grand 
show.” “Instead,” she continued, “I saw the most disgusting of characters 
portrayed by stars who have become almost legend for ability in this coun- 
try,” and she added that the film was “a perfect example of what a waste of 
money Hollywood can perform, to say nothing of the bad influence it could 
have on the young people of today.” We tend today to think of Selznick as 
a man who specialized in respectable middle-brow culture. Here, though, 
his films signaled the worst of Hollywood: lavishly overexpensive and detri- 
mental to the audience. Thus a Capra film stood between the meaning- 
less comedy of Hope and Crosby and the bloat of Selznick, an example of 
the uplift of which Hollywood was capable, were it not for what Caroulli 
called “the graft and politics” that plagued the film industry and that only 
one director seemed willing and able to oppose.'’ 

Still another viewer told Capra that she had violated one of her own 
rules of moviegoing: “I waited in line to see the show—something I vowed 
I would never do.” She continued by saying that her “patience was re- 
warded,” and that she “felt, for one of the few times, I got what I paid for,” 
because State of the Union was an “adult” film.'* These letters to Capra pro- 
vide evidence that in film studies we must take into account the apparent 
number of viewers who felt a deep alienation from Hollywood cinema, be- 
cause of its mindless comedy, its lack of attention to grownup concerns, 
the money that films cost to make, the money charged to see them, and the 
time spent waiting in line to watch what in the end were inferior movies. 
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In this discourse of displeasure Capra becomes a hero of resistance, like a 
Deeds, Smith, or Doe himself, insisting on making films that stood apart 
from the usual product and were designed for an audience that had given up 
on Hollywood. Film studies often concentrates broadly on how the cinema 
fulfills audience desire. With the letters concerning State of the Union and 
other Capra films, however, we start to get a sense of how for at least some 
audiences cinema failed time and again in that effort— producing, in gen- 
eral, only disappointment or disgust or fulfilling desires only in very spe- 
cific cases. 

Capra’s appreciative viewers enjoyed seeing a film that dealt with po- 
litical issues during serious times. But they interpreted the film’s relation- 
ship to the political in different ways, from the international to the na- 
tional to the local. Exemplifying a late-1940s, United Nations-style global 
utopianism, Joseph Hull applauded Capra for showing that “today our 
vote is not alone for our government but indirectly for the government of 
the world because a ‘One World’ government is the only salvation for our 
troubles.” 15 Another letter came, in fact, from an organization called the 
World Republic, which boasted a distinguished advisory board that in- 
cluded doctors, military officers, and religious leaders, as well as the actor 
Eddie Cantor. The group was “particularly impressed with the concise and 
logical argument for a world government which Spencer Tracy gave,” and 
felt especially pleased that now, with State of the Union, “the idea of world 
government will reach millions of people through the medium of this mo- 
tion picture.” © Coming from a more grass-roots organization, Rachel Hol- 
comb, who lived in Mount Airy, North Carolina, echoed the sentiments of 
the World Republic. She wrote that her town had “just finished a petition 
drive for World Government which we took to Washington, D.C.” Then 
she addressed Capra as something of a master teacher on the subject: “We 
the American people really want World Government,” she wrote, further 
insisting that “we only need to be shown and educated up to it.” For her, 
the cinema had to function as an advertisement for ideological advance- 
ment, as she thanked Capra for making a film that served as “the first big 
publicity step that has been taken toward World Government.” '” 

Other viewers expressed concern with universal electoral democracy but 
overall were more interested in the possibility of Hollywood films help- 
ing to send Christianity around the world. The field secretary of the Okla- 
homa Christian Youth Council made a direct connection between watch- 
ing State of the Union and his own entrance into American democracy by 
telling Capra that his movie could not have come at a better time, because 
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“November will be my first election.” His main concern, however, was both 
global and religious, with the United States extending the benefits of its 
spiritual practices and moral systems to the rest of the world. After telling 
Capra that he had just come back from the Second World Conference of 
Christian Youth in Oslo, he insisted that the best way of proselytizing for 
American religious practices “was seeing them on the screen over there.” 
He closed by imploring “[I] beg of you to work for the exporting of more 
of a good, moral, and honest kind of movie,” just like State of the Union."* 

The Hollywood cinema was seen to have a special responsibility, then, 
to educate a national audience about the benefits of internationalism, and 
a global audience about the benefits of the United States. State of the Union 
stood out in this respect, as Capra’s films had so often before, but the 
movie was nothing if not flexible, and it also impressed fans as something 
of an allegory of nationalism or even small-town localism. One viewer, 
who asked Capra for his autograph, said without further explanation that 
the film was “a tribute to all the people of the United States.” ” The same 
woman who complained about Duel in the Sun also used the occasion of 
seeing State of the Union to lodge her complaints about issues of class, 
family, and religion as they manifested themselves in the site par excellence 
of postwar modernity, the suburb. “In the community in which I live,” she 
told Capra, “far too many youngsters are shoved off to the movies while 
mother and daddy spend their time at the club or the links.” Then she added 
that “this, ’m sure, is true of many other suburban communities.” The 
movies, by default, would become the contemporary site of moral educa- 
tion. “These children can’t get any ideals from home,” she wrote, so “why 
not at least give them something to cut their teeth on thru the screen.” This 
necessity seemed even stronger because “most of these children come from 
homes where church, or any participation there . . . is beneath them, so you 
can’t say ‘Leave that to the Sunday Schools.’ ”?° 

An “ordinary housewife” also wrote to Capra, telling him that his film, 
standing in stark contrast to the “planned show” of the recent Republica- 
tion convention, made her think about the potential of American political 
systems. She wrote that “we attend our local council meetings and try to 
have some voice in our town’s government,” but that even there she found 
“pre-council arrangements,” and so wondered what must go on at the fed- 
eral level. She and her family managed “to have a fairly happy life in this 
mixed-up world,” but she added that “all this anxiety, worry & unrest that 
surrounds us today is not the heritage we should leave to our sons.” 2! 

In these letters Capra is made to be an educator and exemplar, teach- 
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ing citizens about the proper management of government and about the 
potential for motion pictures. We can also get a sense of the status of his 
celebrity as he becomes someone people can talk to about the problems in 
their families and hometowns. His films seemed to promote a sort of direct 
address among his fans, with the content of the films themselves leading to 
certain assumptions about Capra as a man who would listen to their politi- 
cal and personal concerns. We would have to examine a great deal more fan 
mail to determine whether Capra’s case was unique or closer to the norm. 
But we begin to understand nevertheless a film culture that, for some fans 
at least, and in relation to at least some films and filmmakers, connected 
very directly to their everyday concerns and activities. These fans wanted 
an engaged cinema but they also looked to the cinema, perhaps because of 
their own alienation from political and local leaders, to provide them with 
people like Capra with whom they themselves could engage on significant 
issues. 

Viewers seemed to feel that they could speak quite personally to Capra, 
but they also looked to him as someone particularly suited to provide 
leadership. “You have shown rare courage on a perennial subject,” one 
viewer of State of the Union said, and then added that “I say rare courage 
because you expose the foibles of both parties with candor.” As they had 
with Meet John Doe, viewers wanted to see films that dealt seriously with 
political issues. Indeed, if letters like the one above are indicative, there was 
a segment of the postwar audience that hoped to see films that formulated 
broad critiques of American political systems, in this case the practices of 
Democrats as well as Republicans. Again as they had with Meet John Doe, 
these fans looked to Capra to lead a movement that went beyond cinema, 
thereby offering an indication of some people’s willingness to invest par- 
ticular members of the entertainment community with significant politi- 
cal authority. To the young man who worked for the Oklahoma Christian 
Youth Council, Capra had become something of a spiritual hero. But others 
saw him in a different role. One viewer, writing a fan letter for the first 
time, spoke of being deeply moved by Capra’s film, of having the “strange 
sensation of being both ashamed and proud of being an American.” Then 
the writer closed by asking Capra, quite directly, “Did you ever think of 
running for president?””? 

There were, however, criticisms. Viewers typically told Capra about per- 
ceived flaws in his work by first acknowledging his celebrity and his ability 
and then expressing their disappointment that someone so special could 
err so gravely. Fans’ problems with Meet John Doe dealt primarily with 
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the ending of the film and with feeling let down by the ideological shift 
away from “the little people.” With State of the Union the criticisms mostly 
dealt with a particular representational practice, and demonstrated some- 
thing of the old fashioned in the midst of United Nations-era discussions 
of world government, with many in the audience objecting to the signifi- 
cant amount of drinking depicted in the film. “There was a time when the 
name Capra meant a good picture and a sober one.” Thus Julia Hendrix 
chastised the director after seeing his latest film. For her, this “splendid” 
picture was ruined “because of the drinking bouts.” She then reversed the 
usual trend in Capra’s mail, associating the director with everyone else in 
Hollywood rather than acknowledging his exemplary separateness: “When 
will you people realize the really patriotic and substantial Americans are 
not drunken imbeciles either in the home or in public?” 

The complaint about drinking came to be framed in the same way by 
several fans who acknowledged Capra’s connection to a film as an assur- 
ance of a movie’s quality and then expressed subsequent disappointment. 
“Your name on a theater marquee is a guarantee of a successful, true-to- 
life movie,” one viewer wrote after seeing State of the Union, and then she 
joined “in the applause that [was] being given” to the film. She needed, 
however, “to reserve my applause in one scene . . . in which Van Johnson 
pours himself a drink.” As a twenty-three year old, she felt close enough to 
the “teen category” to warn Capra of the “lasting impression” Johnson’s 
drinking might have on a young person.?> 

This fan’s letter mirrored at least partially that of another young per- 
son writing to Capra, the viewer who worked for the Oklahoma Christian 
Youth Council and who extolled State of the Union for its potential to ex- 
port American values to the rest of the world. For both viewers, the cinema 
in general and Capra’s films in particular functioned as powerful moral 
agents capable of influencing vast numbers of people. Their difference came 
in appraising the value of that influence. More broadly, the fans critical of 
the film (most of whom singled out the drinking in the movie) and those 
who supported it viewed State of the Union either in regressive terms or as 
one of the signals of postwar modernity. The film was seen as regressive 
because of the way it set back the cause of the movies as exemplars of good 
behavior and marked at least the partial end of public confidence in Capra. 
At the same time it was also viewed as modern because it showed the pos- 
sibilities of a United Nations-era global government formed in reaction to 
the hypernationalist, ideologically fractured ruin of World War II. 
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The postwar context of State of the Union as well as Capra’s own his- 
tory as a director almost certainly encouraged viewers to write about the 
film as a political object. That same history—Capra as a director of su- 
perior films—also allowed viewers to examine the film as an aesthetic ob- 
ject, in the manner of a novel, and as a primer for the budding filmmaker. In 
this way the film entered the classroom shortly after its release. Of course, 
Capra’s films had been objects of study before. As noted earlier, Robert 
Gessner screened It Happened One Night in a New York University film 
appreciation class in 1938, and the same film was analyzed by Kannapo- 
lis, North Carolina, high school students in 1934. Later, however, Capra’s 
films as educational tools had been used not so much to teach about the 
cinema as to instruct in ideological development (as in the Why We Fight 
films) and in moral growth (as in It’s a Wonderful Life at San Quentin). In 
1948 Capra’s work entered into a developing university curriculum, film 
production, to be dissected by bright young students seeking to learn from 
the masters and also to point out their flaws. In the instance of State of the 
Union, one such student provided an interesting critique of the film and, of 
more value here, some very compelling information about its reception. 

In May 1948 for an assignment in a class called “Cinema 280B—Dt- 
recting II,” Leslie Londo wrote “A Criticism of State of the Union.”?° The 
class was taught by Andrew Marton, who had left Hungary to come to the 
United States as Ernst Lubitsch’s editor in the 1920s and then settled in 
Hollywood for good around 1940. As a director he made such films as the 
1964 version of The Thin Red Line, and he also worked as a second-unit 
director on a number of movies, including William Wyler’s Ben Hur and 
Nicholas Ray’s 55 Days at Peking. The course itself was almost certainly 
taught at the University of Southern California, which had established its 
cinema department in 1929, although Londo, who made it clear in the as- 
signment that he was far from his Michigan home, did not identify the in- 
stitution. He did, however, send the assignment to Capra for the director’s 
consideration of the student’s technical analysis of the film and his over- 
view of audience response, both in a local theater and among his family 
back home. 

Londo began with his “personal reaction,” in which he sounds much 
more like a fan than a student, saying that “I enjoyed the picture so much 
that I stayed and saw it twice.” In this, he appears to be like the other 
audience members that day, who were the subject of Londo’s next three 


statements of fact. Londo wrote that the “audience reaction” was “very 
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good,” because “Capra is skilled in making an audience laugh.” He then 
commented on the size of the crowd when he saw the film, saying that it 
was “average,” and then made a demographic note, by adding that there 
were “more older people than in the usual audience.” The student then 
dealt with the director’s filmography. After the heading “Comparison to 
other Capra films,” Londo wrote that “Frank Capra is one of my favorite 
directors,” and continued by saying that “I think this picture ranks with 
Mr. Deeds Goes to Town, Lady for a Day, It Happened One Night, and It’s a 
Wonderful Life.” After the heading “Comparison to other McM films,” he 
wrote “better than average,” and after “Comparison to the general Holly- 
wood product,” Londo wrote, again, “better than average.” He concluded 
this first part of the assignment with a note on the direction. “The purpose 
of a director is to tell a story on film,” he wrote, and in this “Capra suc- 
ceeds.” He continued by adding that “maybe he fails to make his big-name 
stars do their best acting, [and] maybe the cutting and camera angles are 
bad in spots,” but then he concluded, in underlined capital letters, “Capra 
succeeds in telling his story well.” 

We get an inkling, at least from fans like Londo, that Capra was indeed 
experiencing something of a creative decline, on the level of that inability to 
think in visual terms that McBride described. But Londo’s assignment also 
indicates that for fans who were in some sense students of cinema, Capra 
had a filmmaking history, and this history was one in which a recent film 
had to be seen as part of an oeuvre that stood out as superior to the usual 
Hollywood product, with the apparent highlights of that history being the 
three films that Londo pointed out: Capra’s most recent, before State of the 
Union; one of the political films, Mr. Deeds; and also the movie that moved 
Capra into the pantheon of Hollywood directors. The assignment clearly 
demonstrates a postwar auteurism that predates Truffaut’s “politique des 
auteurs” as well as American versions from the 1950s and 1960s. This early 
auteurism should come as no surprise given the emphasis placed on direc- 
tors in the film studies of the 1930s, with Londo also showing the influence 
of an earlier era’s more scientific approach to cinema (which may have been 
one of the requirements of Marton’s original assignment). Here, the stu- 
dent combined an aesthetic and historical approach to Capra’s work with 
the awareness of a sociologist, as he moved back and forth from subjective 
judgments of the film to analyses of audience response and demographics. 

Londo made the authoritative statements about film technique that one 
might expect from the film student. He mentioned a scene between Hep- 
burn and Tracy that also appeared in the stage version of State of the 
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Union, and then went on to laud Capra’s mastery, the same “technique that 
changed It Happened One Night from just another movie to a popular hit.” 
Capra’s intelligent use of close-ups made for a vast improvement over the 
scene as performed on stage, and Londo continued that “the CLOSE-UP is 
a valuable tool in telling a story on film,” and that “the stage has no such 
weapon; it just cannot compete.” Thus the cinema improves on the the- 
ater, with Londo providing us excellent information about how these close- 
ups played for the audience. “That huge theatre rocked with laughter,” he 
wrote, and added that “the wallop was tremendous.” 

The audience that day seemed intensely involved in Capra’s film, as 
Londo gives us evocative information about their response. When the presi- 
dential candidate’s wife found apparent evidence of her husband’s infi- 
delity, “the audience gasped,” and Capra “had us in the hollow of his hand.” 
In this description of what he called the film’s “best sequence,” Londo con- 
tinued by stating that “the elderly chap sitting next to me got a tremendous 
kick out of it,” and wrote that the old man’s wife “whispered something 
about men in general . . . she was mad [and] leaned eagerly forward.” The 
end of the scene, when another character did not understand the evidence, 
“brought the house down with a roar of laughter.” 

There is, of course, nothing scientific about this description of audience 
response. But it does offer wonderful information about how an audience 
might engage with a film, how individuals might audibly comment on what 
they saw, or how an entire audience might “roar” their approval. Londo in- 
cluded more specific information, still not necessarily applicable to larger 
groups of viewers, but interesting nevertheless in light of the possibilities 
raised for understanding film interpretation through the political inclina- 
tions and the general filmgoing practices of individual spectators. Londo 
devised a simple but intriguing reception project, as he asked members 
of his family, all of whom lived in the Midwest, to see Capra’s film and 
then send him their responses to it. His immediate family seems almost too 
much like a cross-section of the postwar American public, as it included 
Republicans, Democrats, and socialists; businessmen and union members; 
and ranged from ardent movie fans to those with general contempt for mo- 
tion pictures. 

Before each response from each relative, Londo provided information 
about political affiliation and the number of movies viewed each week or 
month. A basic premise of Londo’s survey, then, was that State of the Union 
must be interpreted in political terms, and that one’s political beliefs may 
well affect interpretation, as might one’s general experience of Hollywood 
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films. Londo’s father, for instance, a Republican businessman, saw “about 
two movies a week.” For him, the film indicated regional truths as much as 
ideological ones, with the politicians in the movie reminding him of “the 
Republicans from Ohio, Illinois and Wisconsin, that I had just been confer- 
ring with.” He called all of them “a hungry pack,” and said that he would 
write to them to see the film. He then pointed out that “we Michigan folks 
can be proud that our Michigan Republicans are not like that,” although he 
indicated that “the damned Michigan Democrats in Detroit fit that movie.” 
For Londo’s father, who apparently was active in Republican politics and 
who seems to have been a fairly avid filmgoer, State of the Union reflected 
something of the rough and tumble of politics, and allowed him to voice, 
even more than his national partisan preference, his loyalty to his state po- 
litical party. 

Demonstrating the political rifts in his own family, Londo referred to his 
older brother as a Democrat and as the chairman of the Grievance Com- 
mittee of his union in Detroit. The brother, far less enamored of the movies 
than his father, saw only one film a month, but felt that State of the Union 
was the “best picture I saw in a long time.” The union leader in the film 
amused him, as he asked, “Who was that . .. man supposed to be? [United 
Mine Worker leader] John L. Lewis?” and then added “better write old 
John L. and tell him to see the movie.” He closed his letter more seriously, 
echoing the standard response to Capra films at least since It Happened One 
Night: “What a picture! We ought to see more of them—damn it, we will, 
if Hollywood makes some.” Londo’s brother apparently went to one movie 
a month because he felt that there were so few films worth seeing, with 
Capra’s movie standing out as the unusual rather than the typical Holly- 
wood film, probably because of how it dealt with contemporary political 
events. Plausibly, then, for the fan who saw more than one hundred films 
a year, like Londo’s father, a Capra film might seem special but might also 
blend in with the usual Hollywood product. Indeed, Londo’s father seemed 
primarily amused by the film, which allowed him to identify familiar types 
from his own political experience. For the viewer who rarely saw a motion 
picture, like Londo’s brother, a Capra film provided a reason to go to the 
movies, a special event rather than just another aspect of an ongoing habit. 

In providing the range of comments from the men in his family, Londo 
moved left along the political spectrum. The next to weigh in was his 
uncle, Sam, a teacher and socialist who saw only two movies a year. For 
him, State of the Union demonstrated “that special interests use the two 
major political parties to further their own corrupt schemes to gain power 
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and enhance financial profits.” Thus Sam viewed the film as something 
of a radical critique of American politics, fully consistent with a socialist 
analysis. The movie redeemed all movies for this viewer, as it “made him 
ashamed of some of the things I have said in the past about the motion pic- 
ture industry,” and he added that “the men who made this film should be 
complimented.” 

For family members who seem to represent a general cross-section of 
the American political public, State of the Union was indeed a political film 
but also a malleable one. Capra’s film might be a mirror of the antics of real 
life politicians, a special event that dealt seriously with serious issues, or a 
radical critique of political corruption. As much as these readings seemed 
to reflect the ideological positions of the viewers, they may also have been 
related to the frequency with which they went to the movies. The most 
serious interpretation seems to have been that of Uncle Sam, who seems to 
have had utter disdain for Hollywood films and never went to see them. 
Sam’s response may have been a measure of Capra’s stature, but it is pos- 
sible as well that, in analyzing reception, we may have to take into account 
that many of the people who were least likely to see films were also more 
prone to treat films as significant cultural texts. 

The women in Londo’s family were apparently less partisan than the 
men, and less concerned with the political realities represented by State 
of the Union. At least according to Londo, neither his aunt, Kate, nor his 
two sisters-in-law had any party affiliations, and they seemed to view the 
film more in terms of propriety than politics, with special concern for the 
depiction of women. One sister-in-law, who went to two movies a week, 
complained, “Why did you tell us to go to that awful movie? A presiden- 
tial candidate’s wife getting drunk! A judge’s wife drinking like a female 
pig! A presidential candidate with a mistress!” Aunt Kate, who also saw 
two movies a week, went to see State of the Union with her sister’s husband, 
Uncle Sam. She wrote that Sam was “crazier than a loon,” and that while 
he thought the movie “was grand,” she hated it: “Women drunk all over the 
place—a nut running for president who takes orders from a blonde vam- 
pire. What rot!” Another sister-in-law, a “devoted movie fan” who “some- 
times sees as many as four pictures a week,” responded like a real film en- 
thusiast, saying “Is Spencer Tracy getting old! Why did they give him the 
lead instead of Van Johnson? Is that old Adolphe Menjou a spiffy dresser!” 

Two of these women echoed typical complaints about the film, usually 
from female viewers, that Capra had lost all sense of correct behavior by 
having women drinking so heavily. Their interest in the politics of the film 
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focused less on the representation of the political parties, which was the 
central focus of the men in Londo’s family, than on the fitness of a presiden- 
tial candidate who would engage in an affair. The most dedicated movie- 
goer in the family, who went to the movies two hundred times a year, had 
a different response entirely. Here, too, as with the men in Londo’s family, 
we may have to consider the manner in which one’s relationship to film cul- 
ture generally, and particularly the frequency with which one went to the 
movies, affected reception. This sister-in-law seemed far removed from a 
consideration of any larger issues in State of the Union. Instead she displayed 
an interest and expertise that almost certainly came from having seen so 
many films, and that was fixed far less on theme or story and much more on 
star appearance. She was able to determine how Spencer Tracy seemed to 
have aged, that Adolphe Menjou, among male stars, was a superb dresser, 
and that Van Johnson, in this film a supporting player, would have made a 
more appealing male lead. Her interest was in performers, especially male 
performers, with regard to appearance as well as casting practices, and her 
concerns seemed no less serious than those of the men in Londo’s family. 
For this dedicated viewer the cinema was driven by stars, especially by male 
stars and how they looked. And in this light Capra films, even with their 
overdetermined emphasis on the political, were no different from other 
movies. 

We have, then, both political and gendered reception practices in 
Londo’s family, as well as practices that seem related to general interest in 
movies. There is also evidence that Capra’s films in particular, at least from 
It Happened One Night on, appealed to audiences taking the cinema seri- 
ously as an object of study. Besides Londo’s report, Capra also received a 
letter from Harvey Brown, a student attending City College in New York. 
Brown wrote to the director to tell him that “one of my subjects is English 
Composition,” and that “I will have to write a term report on a picture the 
class picks.”?” The class, in fact, had chosen State of the Union, and the as- 
signment called for students “to write on the picture itself, the characters 
used, the lighting & photography and many more incidentals all summed 
up in 700 words.” Brown then asked Capra to do his work for him, writ- 
ing that “I would sincerely appreciate it if you can send me some reviews 
of the picture so as to help me with my term report.” 

The tone here, of course, is far different from that of Londo, who went 
to great lengths to write his evaluation of State of the Union. The assignment 
itself, however, hints at how broadly film studies had entered the postwar 
university curriculum. Film production classes like Londo’s maintained a 
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film studies component, and film had also clearly become the province of 
the English class. In this curriculum, Capra’s films apparently held a spe- 
cial place. In the cases of usc and City College, State of the Union became 
the choice of both the individual student and the entire class. Indeed, the 
range of viewers taking State of the Union very seriously was a wide one, 
and included, among others, citizens concerned about world government, 
the occasional socialist seeking a critique of political practices, evangeli- 
cal Christians looking to spread American culture throughout the world, 
and budding filmmakers and film critics studying movies in the academy. 
Capra’s films were deemed pedagogical by institutions and individuals, and 
because of this, Capra’s career after State of the Union and throughout the 
1950s might be more complex than scholars have acknowledged. We can 
certainly view it, with Carney, McBride, and others, in terms of creative 
decline. But we can also view the latter stage of Capra’s career as the logi- 
cal conclusion to a filmography that had become more and more overtly 
educational, and increasingly suited to educational settings. In this narra- 
tive of Capra’s career, the didactic lessons of Deeds, Smith, Doe, Why We 
Fight, State of the Union, and other movies perfectly anticipated Capra’s 
collaboration with AT&T on science films for junior high and high school 
students. 


The Television Audience and 
Science Education in the r950s 


In one of the typical narratives of American education history, the United 
States mobilized new and improved systems in science instruction after the 
Soviet Union launched Sputnik in October 1957. As early as 1960, the di- 
viding point marked by Sputnik already had become taken for granted. 
Frederick Fitzpatrick, writing that year in Policies for Science Education, 
called Sputnik an “awakening,” which “although painful, has been at- 
tended by . . . a heightened concern about the state of science programs in 
the schools.”28 In fact, although efforts probably increased after Sputnik, 
modernizing and improving science education had been of major concern 
to educators, government officials, and representatives of big business at 
least since the early 1950s. A number of examples might be used to demon- 
strate the centrality of science education to pre-Sputnik cold war notions of 
progress. In 1952, for instance, the National Science Teachers Association 
established the Future Scientists of America Foundation “to help encour- 
age future scientists,” while Stanford University in 1954 published Science 
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Facilities for the Modern High School, a monograph designed to link new 
and better methods in science education to architectural improvements in 
school building design.” 

Of particular interest from the period just before and at the very be- 
ginning of the space age, however, because of its reach into millions of 
households, is the American Telephone and Telegraph Bell System Science 
Series of one hour, full-color television shows, made in collaboration with 
Capra, who received credit as writer/producer, and also with the help of 
the N. W. Ayer & Son advertising agency. Broadcast between 1956 and 
1958, the four programs that made up the series—Our Mr. Sun (about a 
variety of solar phenomena), Hemo the Magnificent (about the circulation of 
blood), The Strange Case of the Cosmic Rays (dealing with various kinds of 
radiation), and The Unchained Goddess (about the weather) —all combined 
live-action footage with animation, and together signaled AT&T’s vigorous 
participation in the educational film and television business.*? But rather 
than just serving as an indication of the corporation’s continuing interest 
in a variety of telecommunications media, the science series also demon- 
strated the manner in which science corporations during the cold war inter- 
acted with the education and entertainment industries to consolidate their 
influence in the national economy and on governmental science policy. 

As a sign of the importance of the science series to AT&T’s various proj- 
ects in the 1950s the corporation, with the Ayer agency’s assistance, care- 
fully tested the first of the programs, Our Mr. Sun, before a number of audi- 
ences for eighteen months before its first telecast in November 1956 on CBS, 
and maintained careful records of the responses of many groups of viewers. 
In gauging response to Our Mr. Sun, AT&T paid special attention to four 
audience groups: students, teachers, housewives, and AT&T employees. The 
company seemed motivated by pedagogy and publicity, as it tried to deter- 
mine how the film affected attitudes toward science and science education 
on the one hand, and aT&T-as-science-corporation on the other. 

Examining the reception of Our Mr. Sun, as evidenced by the tests, helps 
us to understand the apparently widely held beliefs in the United States 
during the postwar period about the various roles people wanted science 
corporations to play, about their attitudes toward those corporations, and 
about the proper way to disseminate scientific knowledge. Examining the 
tests themselves informs us not so much about what audiences wanted but 
about a kind of corporate desire, that is, what AT&T wanted to know about 
the people who might use a range of AT&T products, how AT&T wanted to 
influence them, and which audiences AT&T most wanted to reach, particu- 
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larly in terms of class, location, and gender. In addition, the project of the 
science series and of the tests themselves reveals many of the period’s ten- 
sions regarding the control of science, the role of elite science corporations 
in shaping both educational and scientific policy, and the relationships be- 
tween those corporations, the state, and the national economy. 

As for the science series itself, all of the programs in it stand out as per- 
haps the decade’s most inventive educational films, along with those pro- 
duced by Walt Disney. Our Mr. Sun opens in a television studio, in which 
professor and Tv personality Dr. Frank Baxter, as Dr. Research, and actor 
Eddie Albert, as the fiction writer, puzzle over the best way to produce 
a documentary about the sun. When Dr. Research can provide no defini- 


tive answer about the sun’s creation, the writer, using a “magic” motion 
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picture screen, conjures up two animated characters, Mr. Sun and Father 
Time.3! Mr. Sun proceeds to give something of an autobiography, empha- 
sizing the good old days of absolute worship by the ancients and lament- 
ing the rationality and skepticism of the modern age. Dr. Research then 
takes over the narrative, using his “screen for facts” to show Mr. Sun what 
scientists have learned about him and to pose questions about the still un- 
answered mysteries. 

The entire program is structured as a series of films-within-the-film, 
controlled by Mr. Sun on the one hand and Dr. Research and the fiction 
writer on the other. Reproducing a 1950s-style United Nations discourse 
of progress and unity, Dr. Research’s films stress the work done around 
the world by an international team of scientists attempting to understand 
the sun and learn how to harness its energy. In fact, the show proselytizes 
throughout for the development of solar energy, without which, according 
to Dr. Research, humankind might eventually be reduced to the primitiv- 
ism of a new dark age.*? Ideologically, this equation between the progress 
of civilization and using the sun as an energy source functions as one of 
the most interesting aspects of the show to a modern audience. But the 
film is also an extremely sophisticated one narratively as well as visually. 
Doubly self-reflexive, Capra’s film not only provides information about the 
sun through a series of movies-within-the-movie, but also spends much of 
its time discussing issues of representation in terms of how several centuries 
of telescopic and photographic apparatus have seen the sun. At one point, 
the fiction writer tells Mr. Sun, “You’ve been photographed more than all 
the Hollywood stars put together.” 

Joseph McBride, Capra’s biographer, has described the budgetary con- 
flicts between the filmmaker and AT&T, but none of the programs in the 
series looks as if it were made on the cheap.** The animation in Our Mr. Sun 
was supervised by United Productions of America (UPA), probably the most 
inventive cartoon studio of the period, which was responsible for the more 
modernist animation aesthetic apparent in the Mr. Magoo series and in such 
adaptations as Gerald McBoing Boing (1951), from Dr. Seuss; A Unicorn 
in the Garden (1953), based on the James Thurber story; and The Tell-Tale 
Heart (1953), from Edgar Allan Poe. With its combination of live-action 
and animation and its ingenious narrative construction, Our Mr. Sun still 
looks extraordinary today, and even on the black-and-white television sets 
of the r950s this color program must have seemed very special at the time 
of its initial broadcast. 
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The Educational Context: 
Tv, the Corporation, and Capra 


AT&T’s production of the science series and even Capra’s participation in 
it fit well within postwar concerns about education, the relation of the 
science corporation to the classroom, and the role of film and television 
as educational media. During the 1950s, particularly in relation to sci- 
ence, major American corporations, both scientific and otherwise, increas- 
ingly became educational benefactors. By 1963, a Department of Health, 
Education, and Welfare guide to parents called Modern Science and Your 
Child-could state with confidence that interest in science education had 
never been higher, and that “government, business, and industry, especially 
through foundation grants, are supporting numerous science improvement 
projects.” Thus, arguably as a corrective to many of the local experi- 
ments in progressive education that occurred throughout the 1930s and 
19408, the r950s produced a discourse of child development that called for 
a sort of governmental-industrial complex for the advancement of science 
education.*° 

Nevertheless, throughout the decade relations between the federal gov- 
ernment and the science corporation were not always smooth. For example, 
AT&T continued to lobby the Federal Communications Commission, with 
only limited success, to increase the microwave frequencies available to the 
corporation so as to further its development of long-distance lines for carry- 
ing a variety of telecommunications systems, including television signals. In 
1956 the Department of Justice concluded a seven-year antitrust suit against 
AT&T, forcing the corporation to engage only in the telecommunications 
business and to let other companies make use of its patents.*° 

In part, no doubt, as a public relations response to these and other re- 
lated problems, science corporations sought to solidify their appeals to the 
family and to associate themselves with wholesome (and particularly edi- 
fying) entertainment, and so moved enthusiastically into television produc- 
tion. In 1954, for instance, as Christopher Anderson has pointed out, a 
group of “electrical utilities and manufacturers, including . . . General Elec- 
tric and Westinghouse,” guided by “the electric industry’s trade organiza- 
tion, the Edison Electric Institute,” sponsored Light’s Diamond Jubilee, a 
two-hour tribute to Thomas Edison that became the most-watched pro- 
gram in the early history of commercial television.*” 

Assessing the educational promise of television, the popular press paid 
special attention to this type of programming, and typically pointed out 
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the contradictions between intellectual uplift and commercial concerns. In 
an article called “Up with Frank Capra,” Newsweek magazine lauded Our 
Mr. Sun as a show designed “to satisfy both professors and moppets.” Less 
than a month later Time magazine singled out for particular commenda- 
tion “a series of ten half-hour television lessons called The Elements,” de- 
signed by Nobel Prize-winning chemist Glenn T. Seaborg for broadcast on 
educational television stations. In other words, such barometers of mass 
taste as Time and Newsweek clearly viewed television’s ideal role as educa- 
tional and particularly appreciated scientific programming. The magazines 
also blamed powerful networks and sponsors for neglecting their respon- 
sibility to the public. Seaborg’s series, for instance, could “build shows on 
the conception that . . . viewers . . . wanted to be taught and challenged” 
precisely because the series’ producers “were not haunted by the limitations 
of commercial Tv.” Indeed, Time wrote that before Capra’s triumph “only 
a fool” would have proposed a network program on the issues covered by 
Our Mr. Sun, while Newsweek could only marvel at Capra’s accomplish- 
ment and at the move by cBs to give a slot in prime time to a show about 
science. “Ordinarily,” the magazine lamented, “the hucksters gobble down 
the prime cuts of television time, while the experimenters, the educators 
and the innovators have to pick at the spare and bony hours when nobody 
is looking.” ** 

While the commercial networks seemed to neglect their educational mis- 
sion, teachers and school administrators frequently posited the 1950s as a 
golden age for the use of educational films and television shows in the class- 
room. Educational Screen, probably the leading magazine on the subject of 
combining audio-visual media with educational theory and practice, drove 
the point home in almost every issue. Even the titles of articles in Educa- 
tional Screen proclaimed the faith of many educational experts in new tech- 
nologies. One such article from October 1956, about a perceived crisis in 
high school science education, was called, simply, “Film Is the Answer.” *° 

AT&T treated the science series just as it would a prototype for a new 
telephone, and the company staged at least five different tests to assess re- 
ception of the initial broadcast and to judge audience attitudes toward the 
science corporation.*° On 15 June 1954 in Philadelphia, a test audience of 
44 high school science teachers and 142 high school students watched the 
program (on film rather than on television) and then responded to question- 
naires. On 19 June 1955, in Riverside, California, after the regular screening 
of Love Me or Leave Me, a biographical drama about singer Ruth Etting 
that starred Doris Day, viewers were treated to a sneak preview of Our 
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Mr. Sun and then were asked to record their opinions. On 11 October 1956, 
five weeks before the nationwide broadcast, AT&T gathered 52 high school 
students, 131 housewives, 108 of the corporation’s employees, and 12 high 
school and college teachers to watch the show at the arxT Long Lines 
Auditorium in New York. Then, on the day after the 19 November broad- 
cast, AT&T conducted a telephone survey of 3,006 households in Toronto, 
San Francisco, Philadelphia, and Chicago. Finally, in the week following 
the broadcast, the phone company mailed questionnaires to AT&T employ- 
ees in their Pacific and New Jersey companies to determine the workers’ re- 
actions to the science show. After the telecast, AT&T also kept careful track 
of the fan mail that the program generated. Capra himself received copies 
of all the surveys and deposited them, along with at least a sampling of the 
Our Mr. Sun fan mail, with the rest of his papers at Wesleyan University.*! 


Science, Religion, and Educational Practice 


The data from the test audiences for Our Mr. Sun, particularly from the 
fan mail that the program generated, indicate a serious interest during the 
period in the religious implications of science and science education. The 
program itself smooths over any perceived differences between the scien- 
tific method and religious sensibility. Our Mr. Sun begins with a citation 
from Psalms and ends with an invocation from St. Francis, with members 
of various test audiences feeling reassured by this expression of religious 
faith and by how solar phenomena partially came to be explained as God’s 
work.” In the audience test at Philadelphia, sixteen of forty-four teachers 
commented that their “most liked aspect” of Our Mr. Sun was the man- 
ner in which the program combined “scientific accuracy . . . with religious 
spirit.”*? None of the Our Mr. Sun questionnaires, however, asked spe- 
cific questions about science and religion, and while many teachers in the 
Philadelphia audience valued the spiritual aspects of the program, very few 
members of any other test audience mentioned religion in anything but the 
most allusive terms.** The audience for Our Mr. Sun that most valued the 
program’s religious content was the one group of viewers that was the most 
difficult for AT&T to quantify with any sureness; the people motivated to 
write fan letters after the program’s initial telecast. 

Despite the difficulty of determining anything absolute about an audi- 
ence writing unsolicited letters, AT&T took quite seriously the fan mail it 
received about Our Mr. Sun. From this mail the company determined that, 
of “a total of 953 letters and postal cards .. . from all over the country,” 261, 
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or 27 percent, “praised the religious theme” of the show.** These letters, or 
at least those few included with the other audience documents, point to a 
desire to have a kind of science education consistent with religious values. 
They also show the extent to which some people viewed television—the 
machine rather than any program or series of programs—as the technology 
that showed the possibility for god and science to combine forces, and that 
was just waiting for men like Capra to use it properly. 

One viewer from North Charleroi, Pennsylvania, separated himself from 
any educational setting or discourse by letting Capra know that “I don’t 
know how to put this in fancy words, etc. like they usually do.” Still, he 
wanted to tell Capra that he was “a credit to Television itself,” and that 
Our Mr. Sun seemed like nothing less than “a message from God, himself.” 
In closing, the viewer told Capra, “You have just demonstrated the most 
sincere, practical & reverend way of using this god-given medium.” ** For 
this small-town viewer in 1956, television itself constituted the true miracle 
of the modern age, the most marked sign of the way that science and reli- 
gion might work together. But audiences in major urban areas also felt the 
religious implications of both television and Capra’s program. Providing 
information about the various ways, outside of home viewing, that people 
watched television in the mid-1950s, a former Capra secretary wrote to her 
exboss to tell him that she had made special arrangements to see the pro- 
gram in color from “the balcony” at a music shop in Beverly Hills. When 
a customer walked in to purchase a hi-fi set halfway through the program, 
the proprietor, also watching from the balcony, called down to say, “You'll 
have to wait—I’m saying my prayers.”*” Clearly, by 1956 hi-fi technology 
could be considered determinedly earthbound, attractive to those who were 
unaware of a truly special media event or of the promise of ultramodern 
media technology; indeed, that technology, television, at least on occasion, 
had to be watched reverently and uninterrupted by mere business trans- 


actions. 


Respecting Science 


No doubt at&t was pleased by the connections that viewers made be- 
tween the science program and religion. For the most part, however, the 
corporation hoped that Our Mr. Sun would provide students not with an 
understanding of any eternal mysteries, but with a belief in the absolute 
centrality of science to their future well-being. Part of AT&T’s own faith 
in science and the scientific method becomes clear in the corporation’s be- 
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lief, apparent in the audience questionnaires, that Capra’s program would 
indeed make for precise, measurable changes in the ways viewers thought 
about specific topics. The descriptive narrative accompanying the Philadel- 
phia student-teacher test acknowledged the difficulty of the task at hand, 
but expressed some encouragement about the results. “It is obvious that 
attitudes can be changed,” the description insisted, but it was not so clear 
how long this might take, or how many “exposures to a new influence” 
might be necessary. Then, however, in an assertion of an unquestioned be- 
lief in the power of media influences to speed up this process and produce 
specific alterations in audience perception, the test description claimed that 
Our Mr. Sun generated “favorable changes in attitude toward science and, 
on the other hand, almost no changes in attitude toward any other fields.” ** 

This positivist belief that film and television reception could be pre- 
cisely controlled and then accurately monitored meant, for AT&T, that the 
corporation could teach students some facts about science and, more im- 
portant, show them how and what to think about science as a discipline 
and as a vital provider of the modern conveniences. The Philadelphia test 
questioned students before the screening and after, and found that prior to 
seeing Our Mr. Sun they had a general appreciation for the solidly white- 
collar jobs. Responding to the question “Which of these professions do 
you respect the most?” 28 percent said “science” and 45 percent answered 
“medicine,” with “teaching” and “law” receiving 28 percent and 27 per- 
cent, respectively.” 

After the screening, however, both science and medicine were cited as 
the most-respected professions by 61 percent of the students (all of whom 
were able to indicate more than one profession at the top of their lists), 
while other professions remained about the same.*° In keeping with the per- 
ceived educational imperatives of the period, AT&T certainly hoped to in- 
crease scientific knowledge, but a central interest of the corporation, appar- 
ent in the test questions, was also that of increasing the regard for the field 
of science, whether or not this meant increased understanding. Of course, 
along with this new respect for science might come an interest in science as 
a career, and whether Our Mr. Sun might influence students to become sci- 
ence professionals emerges as one of the main concerns of the Philadelphia 
test. After inquiring about respect, the questionnaire tried to chart “change 
in attitudes towards professions” and then in relation to “school subjects.” 
After the screening, many students wanted to “know more about” that 
which the questionnaire termed the “allied fields” of science, such as teach- 


ing and engineering (although the changes here were not so dramatic as the 
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shift in respect for these fields). In addition, most students said that Our 
Mr. Sun made them want to take more science courses in high school (but 
interest in taking science courses in college tended to stay about the same 
or decline just a little).5! 

A large number of students also insisted that after seeing the program 
they would take more courses in French, English, and history.5? As much 
as anything else, then, and despite aT&'T’s confidence that the program in- 
creased respect for and curiosity about science and not other fields, Our 
Mr. Sun seems to have been interpreted by students as indicating the value 
of knowledge and education in general. But for ar&T, the success of Our 
Mr. Sun could be measured to the degree that it made students want to 
be scientists and to think about other career options related to science. 
In other words, AT&T hoped that the program would make science seem 
synonymous with upward mobility and, in keeping with a 1950s corpo- 
rate/educational imperative, would make students want to be scientific pro- 
fessionals at various levels of expertise, and to see the value of science in 
all professional endeavors. 


Sponsoring Science 


Along with increasing the respect for science in general, Our Mr. Sun was 
also supposed to heighten regard for AT&T, the science corporation, in par- 
ticular. For the corporation, this raised questions of how best to advertise 
itself on the show and to make the viewing public aware of AT&T’s sponsor- 
ship without seeming to commercialize an educational project. As a result, 
At&T decided to telecast Our Mr. Sun with only one commercial, about the 
corporation’s work on the transistor, scheduled to run halfway through the 
program. But AT&T also hoped that viewers who saw the program in any 
context would see the ad because they planned to release the program as 
an educational film with the commercial still there.°* Clearly, ar&’T wanted 
the audience to know that the corporation had sponsored the show, and 
they hoped that the program would make viewers think highly of them as 
4a result. The issue AT&T needed to clarify was whether the corporation 
had achieved this recognition as unobtrusively as possible, with the adver- 
tisement and the show itself functioning as publicity for the corporation 
without seeming too crassly commercial. 

The subject of the commercial—the transistor—was no accident. 
Throughout the 1950s AT&T stressed its work on the transistor as a sign 


of its commitment to national defense, community involvement, and edu- 


POLITICS AND PEDAGOGY 229 


cational improvement, and implicitly as a sign of the fluid connections be- 
tween them. As early as 1952, AT&T placed a photo of three transistors on 
the cover of its annual report (with other covers during the decade typi- 
cally depicting AT&T employees or customers, or decidedly more photo- 
genic technology such as Princess phones). Inside, the text of the report 
discussed the transistor’s use in the development of military technology and 
in more effective methods of long-distance dialing. Work on the transistor 
even signified the corporation’s contributions to a diverse national econ- 
omy and to encouraging a healthy field of telecommunications competitors, 
with AT&T licensing “38 other companies to make and sell transistors under 
our patents,” a practice in keeping with its policy “of making any of our 
inventions available for use by others . . . on reasonable terms.” ** 

By 1958, AT&T had taken its transistors into the classroom. The cor- 
poration advertised the fact that “students and teachers in Washington, 
D.C. use transistors . . . given [to them] by the telephone company to aid 
studies in science,” and emphasized that Bell Laboratories’ “invention of 
the transistor has created a whole new transistor industry, employing tens 
of thousands of people in this country and also abroad.” *> Thus the transis- 
tor stood out as the product around which aT&T constructed a significant 
public relations program. In a sense, then, Our Mr. Sun functioned as an 
hour-long means for AT&T to present before the public a few moments ex- 
plaining its work on the transistor, the technology that served as the basis 
for so many of the corporation’s military projects, domestic telecommuni- 
cations developments, and discourses of benign involvement in the lives of 
children and the day-to-day activities of neighborhoods. 

All of the test audiences were asked about their feelings toward the 
commercial, the corporation, and corporate sponsorship. In Philadelphia 
the questionnaire was used to determine the answer to two central ques- 
tions: “How well integrated into the film is the transistor commercial?” and 
“How does the Bell Telephone System rank as a leader in research?” * The 
response pleased AT&T and left the corporation with an understanding of 
the manner in which programming might be received differently in differ- 
ent settings. After the screening, Bell placed third among teachers and stu- 
dents, trailing General Electric and Du Pont, in a listing of research leaders 
(after the top four, which included Westinghouse, there was a sharp drop- 
off to other companies such as RCA and General Motors, with Chrysler 
Corporation finishing twenty-first and last).57 

Many of these same viewers, according to the survey results, were not 
even aware that the commercial constituted a break in the program, so well 
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integrated did the transistor ad seem. “However,” the survey cautioned, 
“there was a definite minority that did feel that the commercial ‘did not be- 
long.’ ” The company concluded that “viewed in the context of commercial 
programs, the transistor commercial would seem a well integrated one, but 
in the context of a non-commercial program, it would probably be consid- 
ered out of place by at least some viewers.” ** Thus the commercial posed 
a problem that had to do precisely with the reception context. For view- 
ers used to single companies sponsoring programs (which was a typical 
practice on television during this period), and used to being bombarded by 
commercials, the ad in Our Mr. Sun would seem so subtle as to blend in 
with the rest of the show. For those, like the Philadelphia audience, see- 
ing the film in an educational setting, the commercial indeed could seem 
absolutely out of place. 

Generally, however, responses to AT&T’s sponsorship and the efficacy of 
the commercial indicate a belief among viewers in the benevolence of sci- 
ence corporations and in the positive benefits of this kind of involvement 
in television production. On the phone survey, AT&T made no hesitation in 
getting to what was, for the science corporation, the most important ques- 
tions. After inquiring whether the person on the phone owned a television 
set and whether anyone in the household might have seen the program, the 
questioner asked, quite directly, “Who was the sponsor of Our Mr. Sun?” 
Overall, 41 percent knew the answer while 55 percent (almost all of whom 
had not seen the show) did not. Moreover, among those respondents who 
had seen the program, 84 percent felt that it was a “good idea for the Tele- 
phone Company to sponsor a television program like Our Mr. Sun,” while 
only 2 percent believed it to be a bad idea. Only 7 percent thought that this 
kind of sponsorship was acceptable “for any big Co.,” while most agreed 
that aTs&?’s involvement indicated that the phone company was “public 
minded,” “scientific minded,” and interested in “high type program|s].”»° 

These findings about viewer attitudes toward AT&T are, of course, par- 
tial. At the very least, AT&T’s surveys show an urban or suburban middle- 
class bias. The respondents, for the most part, lived in or around major 
cities and were either professionals (teachers, phone company employees), 
students with plans for college, or members of households that had tele- 
visions. Among this audience there seems to have been a general agree- 
ment that Our Mr. Sun accurately indicated the special status of the science 
corporation as an instrument of education, research, and public welfare. 
The results demonstrate as well the perception that the educational setting 
was special, indeed commercially inviolate. Our Mr. Sun itself was deemed 
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absolutely appropriate for classroom use. However, any overt assertion of 
AT&T’s sponsorship, or of the company’s work in the production of science 
products in general, might be deemed not so much an inappropriate mix 
of the corporate and the educational (which few seemed to frown on), but 
an improper entrance of the rough and tumble of sales and marketing into 
the realm of pure knowledge. 

In addition to the location and class biases of AT&T’s inquiries and of 
the respondent pool, the overwhelming majority of those in the test audi- 
ences were, apparently, women. Half of the respondents in the Riverside 
screening were women. At the New York test screening, AT&T listed 131 of 
the participants as “housewives,” and we can assume that among the rest 
of the audience members about half of the 52 high school students were 
female, and at least some of the 12 high school and college teachers and 108 
AT&T employees also must have been women.” The company did not break 
down the Philadelphia audience of students and teachers by gender, but 
once again we can assume that somewhere around half were female. Simi- 
larly, while no gender divisions were noted in the test of AT&T employees, 
some were undoubtedly women, while in the telephone survey, the most 
imbalanced of all of the tests in which gender was noted, 77 percent of the 
2,710 respondents were women.°! Indeed, after employment and student 
status, gender was the category that AT&T most typically tried to quantify 
accurately. Class positions may have been implied but were never specified 
in any of the tests, and race disappeared entirely as a meaningful category, 
despite the fact that so many of the tests focused on areas with racially di- 
verse populations (San Francisco, Chicago, and Philadelphia, for instance). 

These numbers present a range of interpretive possibilities. The daytime 
test at the AT&T auditorium may have drawn a disproportionate number 
of housewives because they would have more flexible time than working 
men or women to attend the screening. Similarly, Ar“ T made its telephone 
test of households on the day following the broadcast of Our Mr. Sun, and 
it makes sense in the r950s that women, who most likely were also pri- 
marily housewives, would answer in greater numbers than men, who would 
be at work. But it seems just as possible that AT&T, using all of the mod- 
ern methods of divining information scientifically, might have been aware 
of the gender demographics of tests given at different times of day, and so 
was particularly interested in the opinions of women. Certainly, the data 
generated by the tests largely are data about the relationships of women 
to the science corporation, science education, and product advertising. It 
is at least possible that for AT&T women were the central audience for the 
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science corporation to reach and were perceived to have more effect than 
any other group on shaping overall public opinion about science and in 
determining household consumption practices. 


Our Mr. Sun and the Projects 
of the Science Corporation 


While many women enjoyed Our Mr. Sun, they also constituted the tough- 
est audiences for the program. The housewives at the New York screening 
were particularly hard on it, with only 30 percent of them calling it “enter- 
taining.” Indeed, praise for the show was never unanimous among any of 
the audiences. At the Philadelphia screening, viewers objected to a range 
of images and ideas, from the shot of a woman’s leg (showing the relation- 
ship between nylon and the sun) to the vast number of concepts introduced 
by the show.®? Moreover, while ar&T’s interest in students, teachers, and 
women seems logical given the period’s sense of the connections between 
the domestic setting and the classroom, the avid interest in tracking the 
opinions of phone company employees implies that, in some cases, gather- 
ing information about science may have played a secondary role to collect- 
ing data about workers. The emphasis in all the tests on urban or suburban 
areas and on middle-class subjects leads one to wonder if the corporation’s 
primary concern was with those viewers who had the best chance of turning 
into consumers and of using those products that the corporation made. 
AT&T’s interests in, and most of the responses to, Our Mr. Sun dem- 
onstrate the belief in a series of logical connections—between the cor- 
poration, media technology, and education, for example—and in religion 
and science emerging as compatible fields rather than two ends of a bi- 
nary opposition. Even Capra himself signified the linkages made during the 
period between education and entertainment, and between World War II 
and the relative peace of the cold war era. Most particularly, in so many 
of its endeavors from the period, ar&T sought to construct versions of the 
global and the local that were always connected. The cover of the com- 
pany’s annual report for 1953, for instance, depicts a home telephone on a 
desk, with a small telephone book on the right and a world globe on the 
left. In 1957, for the illustration accompanying that section of the report 
detailing the corporation’s progress, AT&T used a photograph of a farmer 
using a phone in his barn, with which “he can talk with r15 million other” 
customers, “down the lane and across the world.”** Within this strategy, 
Our Mr. Sun represented the ultimate connection of the two spaces, with 
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the sun itself brought into the smallest unit of the local, at least to AT&T, 
the family living room. 

All of these areas and issues indicate the increasing number of projects of 
nationalization, practiced by the government and by corporations, or envi- 
sioned by those educators who wanted to develop science curricula for the 
entire country. More significantly for the science corporations, these efforts 
would be central to maintaining the position of prominence that the scien- 
tific research industry had attained during the war, with this prominence 
being transformed into power over national science policy and within the 
national economy.® Television would be one of the principal instruments 
of these nationalizing plans on the part of science corporations, with a pro- 
gram like Our Mr. Sun, which could amuse and edify at the same time, play- 
ing a central role in these projects. After the first telecast of Our Mr. Sun, 
AT&T explained the reasoning behind the entire science series as that of 
creating a narrative of never-ending development with the science corpora- 
tion as the hero of the story: “The purpose of these programs is to show in 
a dramatic and entertaining way how scientists are working to help man- 
kind toward better and more useful living. We hope they will contribute to 
a broader understanding of scientific goals, and also stimulate interest in 
science among young people. The country needs more scientists. The tele- 
phone business will always need them, for communication service is based 
on science and our future success depends largely on scientific progress.” °° 

Here, “our future” could be interpreted as indicating both that of the 
country and the telephone company, a linkage that AT&T no doubt hoped to 
encourage with Our Mr. Sun and the rest of the Bell System Science Series. 
Indeed, it is the importance of this linkage to a variety of AT&T’s efforts 
during the period that helps explain the care with which the corporation 
sought to gauge the response to its entrance into television production. For 
AT&T, television, if used correctly, and the science series, if produced prop- 
erly, could help to construct a postwar modernity marked by an easy co- 
operation between corporations and an educated, upwardly mobile, and 
fully technologized citizenry. 

With this science series at the end of his career—after the series’ com- 
pletion Capra made only two more feature length films—the director be- 
came a pedagogue once again. He had played that role in the 1930s with 
the entrance of his films into the film appreciation classroom. He was posi- 
tioned as a teacher yet again in the 1940s with the Why We Fight films and, 
arguably, with the It’s a Wonderful Life screening in San Quentin, where 
inmates were supposed to learn valuable lessons from a movie. Then, of 
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course, State of the Union became part of the university curriculum, teach- 
ing budding directors about humor, scene construction, and the best ways 
of addressing an audience. In a biographical overview it is relatively easy 
to see the AT&T science films as signs of decline, as the sad end to a once 
astonishingly successful auteurist directorial career. We cannot simply dis- 
miss this notion, because Capra did experience great difficulty in getting 
films made during the r950s, and seemed more or less forgotten or at least 
unappreciated by the film studios. But we might also view the science films 
as the most fitting finish imaginable to a body of work like Capra’s. The di- 
dactic pedagogy of Mr. Smith’s lessons about democracy, or Why We Fight’s 
arguments for war, or State of the Union’s instructions for future directors 
might well lead logically to Our Mr. Sun, with a Hollywood film director 
finally realizing that television had become the ideal medium for his ideas 
and for his preferred methods of addressing his viewers. 
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Conclusion 
The Contemporary Capra 


hen Frank Capra died on September 3, 1991, the domestic and 

international press offered assessments and interpretations of 

his career. The New York Times put the director’s picture on 
the front page the next day and claimed in a caption that his “movies were 
suffused with affectionate portrayals of the common man and the strengths 
and foibles of American democracy.”! In the longer obituary, the Times 
wrote the standard rags-to-riches immigrant narrative, referring to Capra 
as “the son of illiterate Sicilian peasants who came to this country by steer- 
age when he was six,” and who then became “one of Hollywood’s pre- 
eminent directors in the 1930’s and ’40’s.” The Times then stated that Capra 
stood out as “one of the first whose name appeared on marquees and above 
the title in film credits.” Giving the life story a satisfying arc, the obitu- 
ary then shifted to decline, informing readers that “by the late 1940’s .. . 
the director’s optimism no longer coincided with the mood of Americans 
and his movies were described by some reviewers as naive, sentimental and 
sanctimonious.” * 

In Paris, Libération also put a photo of Capra on the front page, and then 
eulogized him in a somewhat similar fashion. “Born of Sicilian immigrants, 
he would achieve his dream: having his name above the title.” Libération 
rather oddly prized Arsenic and Old Lace above Capra’s other films, and 
then declared the director “the inventor of American comedy.” * The Wash- 
ington Post sought out director Edward Zwick, who named his production 
company Bedford Falls after George Bailey’s hometown in It’s a Wonder- 
ful Life, and who was one of the creators of the Tv show thirtysomething. 
Pontificating about the Capra aesthetic, Zwick said that “I found his vision 
of America not unlike that of the Hudson River School of painters—this 
celestial light of unlimited possibilities.” But he also created some distance 


between himself and Capra, saying that the director’s overall vision made 
it possible to “forgive him things you might otherwise take exception to.” 
The Post also quoted one of Capra’s friends, who was less condescending 
than Zwick but who reduced Capra’s life to that of one of his characters: 
“In fact, he was like Clarence,” the guardian angel in It’s a Wonderful Life.4 

These assessments from 1991 certainly do not seem to match the re- 
sponses that many audiences had to Capra in the 1930s and 1940s. It is 
not at all clear that those audiences typically found the director’s films full 
of “optimism,” nor that his films after, perhaps, State of the Union in 1948 
were suddenly considered naive or sentimental, or, in fact, that the mood 
of Americans would be so easy to characterize in the first place.’ And while 
his friend may have thought of him as another Clarence, most of his viewers 
had far more complicated notions of Capra, ranging from political figure 
to model Italian American to informed pedagogue. 

Of course, Capra himself may have been largely responsible for these 
contemporary interpretations of his career. He largely resurrected his own 
reputation with the publication of his autobiography in 1971. He called his 
life story The Name above the Title, which apparently provided the evidence 
for the assertion that having his name prominently displayed on marquees 
and in credits was indeed the fulfillment of a great dream. This Capra, cele- 
brated in the director’s autobiography and then later feted at ar982 Ameri- 
can Film Institute Lifetime Achievement Award, is the one probably still 
the most familiar to us, the populist in love with the common man. 

This is the reputation earned from a few of his films, most notably the 
Deeds, Smith, and Doe trilogy in addition to It’s a Wonderful Life. Indeed 
those films are also often used now as a sort of political shorthand for 
underdogs and participatory democracy. In 1993, for example, the San Fran- 
cisco Chronicle, in a story about a House of Representatives floor fight over 
President Clinton’s budget proposal that the president won with the very 
last vote cast by a wavering congresswoman, wrote that “if politics is the- 
ater, as the skeptics say, last night was classic Hitchcock, with a very large 
dose of Frank Capra.” Two years later, after Republicans had gained con- 
trol of the House of Representatives with the elections of dozens of political 
novices, the New York Times headlined: “73 Mr. Smiths, of G.O.P., Go to 
Washington.” ® 

Yet another contemporary understanding of Capra and his films comes 
from filmmakers themselves. I have not made a formal survey but it seems 
to me that from the 1960s to the 1980s, Alfred Hitchcock and John Ford 
were the filmmakers of choice for gifted young directors to imitate. Lately, 
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though, Capra has taken his place in the group, in terms both of imita- 
tion (Francis Ford Coppola’s 1988 film Tucker comes to mind, as does the 
Coen brothers’ The Hudsucker Proxy from 1994) and of remake. This is 
not absolutely new. After It Happened One Night, any number of films in- 
voked scenes from that movie, even up to Bandits in 2001, in which Bruce 
Willis, imitating Clark Gable’s “walls of Jericho,” hangs a blanket in order 
to divide the bed he must share with Cate Blanchett. Fairly recently, how- 
ever, directors seemingly removed from the Capra aesthetic —high-art film- 
makers with self-conscious styles, forms, and ideological practices—have 
chosen to remake and rethink Capra. Here, Meet John Doe has become the 
most significant and, with its emphasis on the connection between media 
and politics, perhaps the most modern of all Capra films. As long ago as 
1957 Elia Kazan remade the film, turning the naive Doe into an incipient 
fascist in A Face in the Crowd. In the last dozen years, Stephen Frears with 
Hero (1992), and Spike Lee with Bamboozled (2002), both sought to re- 
invent Doe for new audiences. 

Thus contemporary artists constitute an audience for Capra, themselves 
interpreting his movies just as did the fans who wrote the director letters 
in the 19308, 19408, and 1950s. These artists work in various media and not 
just film. Along with Coppola, Frears, and Lee, for instance, one would 
also add David Diao, who reproduced oversized images from The Bitter 
Tea of General Yen on silkscreen and then used the shared title of that work 
and the movie as the title of his 1995 New York exhibition.” In 2002 the 
San Francisco Mime Troupe, which typically combines a situationist aes- 
thetic with leftist politics, remade Capra’s 1939 film with their new play 
Mr. Smith Goes to Obscuristan, which critiqued American adventurism in 
Afghanistan. Capra’s work clearly has entered a modernist and postmod- 
ernist aesthetic mainstream—a use of his films, and an understanding of 
them, that the director probably could not have imagined. 

There are also the middle- to low-brow interpretations and reinterpre- 
tations of Capra. Most recently, audiences have watched Mr. Deeds, the 
2002 remake of Capra’s film that turns a Depression-era political allegory 
into a summer movie for teenage boys, and also Legally Blonde 2: Red, 
White, and Blonde (2003), a reworking of Mr. Smith Goes to Washington 
for actress Reese Witherspoon. Capra references appear regularly in tele- 
vision situation comedies, usually in places where a quick allusion to It’s 
a Wonderful Life helps to establish a personality, or where the distinction 
between Bedford Falls and Pottersville corresponds to a dilemma facing a 
character.’ Capra’s movies have also been made into television shows for 
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new audiences. Mr. Smith, for instance, has been reconfigured into network 
programming at least three times. In the 1962-1963 season, Fess Parker, 
Disney’s Davey Crockett, starred as the senator, then in 1995 Delta Burke 
played a widow selected to replace her late husband in Congress in Women 
of the House. In 2003 Mr. Smith became Mr. Sterling on NBC, with the pre- 
miere episode virtually duplicating the start of Capra’s movie. The tele- 
vision show starts with the death of a senator, after which the governor is 
awakened with the news. He then recommends a naive nobody for the job, 
in this case the do-gooder son of a former governor. The party bosses think 
they can control Sterling, but learn otherwise in each episode. So Capra’s 
stories, in various forms, keep finding new audiences. 

Capra has also begun reaching audiences that have perhaps only fully 
existed in any numbers for the last few years, the audience of owners and 
collectors. Capra has often inspired a discourse of ownership, some of it 
coming from his autobiography’s “one man, one film” manifesto, in which 
he asserted primary responsibility for his films. Some of that discourse 
has also been corporate and deals with questions of who, properly speak- 
ing, owns Capra’s films. The most notable example is probably that of 
It’s a Wonderful Life, which became a ubiquitous holiday film only after it 
dropped out of copyright, and thus could be shown anywhere by anyone. 
In my own experience I think of a screening in San Francisco of Capra’s 
newly restored 1928 film The Matinee Idol. Before the screening a Sony ex- 
ecutive addressed the crowd and said that “Capra made seven films for us 
in 1928.” This was the first I had heard that Capra had worked for Sony. 
But Columbia, Capra’s home studio for so many years, had recently be- 
come a division of Sony, so that company could now claim possession of 
Capra’s movies and thus speak proudly of Capra as a onetime employee. 

Perhaps the largest audience in this category, though, is the one that 
browses on eBay. A number of Capra items appear on this Web site, from 
fairly common videos to rather obscure ephemera. My own collection of 
eBay purchases includes a 1940 Capra director trading card and a Lost 
Horizon scene card from the same year, both issued by a South African 
cigarette company as part of much larger sets, with pertinent information 
on the back in English and Afrikaans; novelizations from 1929 and 1931 of 
two Capra films, Flight and Dirigible; a 1935 Big Little Book version (about 
four by five inches) of It Happened One Night, with Clark Gable and Clau- 
dette Colbert on the cover; and various 1930s magazines with articles about 
Capra, including the 1938 issue of Time with Capra on the cover. In making 
these purchases I can own a little something of Capra and, as well, some 
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items that his fans possessed at the time of the director’s greatest celebrity. 
Thus Capra has entered a whole new kind of commerce, made up of en- 
thusiasts, historians, and others, and it might well be a form of commerce 
that Capra, the renowned rare book collector, would have appreciated. 

Artifact collecting might constitute a new kind of reception studies, one 
based on a potential purchaser’s valuation of a director or film, on how 
much one should pay for a Capra souvenir card as opposed to a Hitchcock 
or a Hawks. While I happily participate in this “audience,” my own favorite 
Capra crowd is still the traditional theatrical one, although not necessarily 
in the traditional theatrical site. In 1997 I had the chance to take part in the 
Capra centennial celebration in his hometown of Bisacquino, Sicily, a cen- 
tennial that took its name from Capra’s personal and professional life story: 
“From Bisacquino to Hollywood.”* The organizers had arranged screen- 
ings of Capra’s movies in the small town, but in order to accommodate the 
crowd they were held outdoors, with the films projected onto the wall of a 
building. For the silent films, a chain-smoking pianist acted as the accom- 
panist, playing original compositions. It was alternately hot and rainy, and 
children ran around during most of the screenings. 

It is not at all my intention here to romanticize this kind of audience or 
this kind of travel experience. Seeing the movies in the town square, how- 
ever, did bring to mind those students who watched It Happened One Night 
at a YMCA in North Carolina; the recruits viewing the Why We Fight docu- 
mentaries in their barracks; the prisoners crying while they watched It’s a 
Wonderful Life in San Quentin; and the audiences who saw Capra movies 
at Radio City Music hall or in neighborhood theaters. From Bisacquino to 
Hollywood, all of those thousands of pairs of eyes and ears, the audiences 
that Capra heard from and responded to, did indeed seem like the most 
important and compelling participants in an ongoing history of the cinema 
as an institution, and in the continuing career of a director who made his 
last film in 1961. 
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Wakeman, Policing Shanghai, 11. 
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mation of and rules governing the Censorship Committee, as well as a definition 
of the “Three People’s Principles.” . 

See “The Motion Picture Industry in China,” 4, for a reference to the banned films 
and the reason why most films were banned. See p. 5 for Butrick’s estimate on the 
percentage of films that needed to be reedited. 

Wakeman, Policing Shanghai, 58. 

Peck related this conversation in a memo to the Secretary of State, 15 April 1932, 
DSF, doc. 59. 

Ibid. 

See memo from the Department of State, Division of Far Eastern Affairs, 24 June 
1932, DSF, doc. 6r. 

For a discussion of other forms of film censorship in China, see “The Motion Pic- 
ture Industry in China,” 9; see p. 14 for a discussion of the Shanghai American 
Women’s Club. 

Peck discusses the objections of the Chinese students in Germany in a memo to the 
Secretary of State, 9 August 1932, no. D-318, DsF, doc. 64. 

Peck mentions the complaint from Chinese students in Germany in a memo to 
Nelson Trusler Johnson, American Minister, Peiping, 21 June 1932, Despatch 
no. 1592, DSF, doc. 61. An anonymous memo from the Department of State, Divi- 
sion of Far Eastern Affairs, 10 August 1932, DSF, doc. 61, mentions the complaint 
from Chinese students in the United States. 

DSF, doc. 61. 

Peck to Secretary of State Henry L. Stimson, 9 August 1932, DSF, doc. 64. 
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Memorandum of Conversation, Johs. Albeck, Representative for the Far East of 
the Columbia Pictures Distributing Company, Inc., on “Objection of the Chinese 
National Board of Film Censors to the Film Bitter Tea of General Yen,” 23 May 
1933, DSF, doc. 74. 

For the complaints from Batavia, Sumatra, and Java see J. H. Seidelman, Foreign 
Manager, to Mr. Kiang, Chinese Consulate, Los Angeles, 6 October 1933, DSF, 
doc. ror. The objections from Cuba are described by Willys R. Peck in a memo to 
Nelson Trusler Johnson, American Minster in Peiping, 12 October 1933, doc. 89. 
For Chicago objections, see Peck to Johnson, 20 June 1933, doc. 80. 

Herron to Peck, 3x May 1933, DSF, doc. 76. 

Maltby, in Balio, Grand Design, 49. 
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Ibid., 80. 

Memorandum of Conversation, Johs. Albeck and Willys Peck, 23 May 1933, DSF, 
doc. 74. 

Albeck and Peck discussed the $60,000 investment in ibid. Albeck mentioned the 
proposed branch office in Shanghai in a memo to Peck, 24 November 1933, DSF, 
doc. 97. For the agreement to make the cuts, and the apology to the Chinese gov- 
ernment, see Albeck to Peck, 25 May 1933, and Albeck to An Shih Ju, Chairman 
of the National Board of Censors, Nanking, 25 May 1933 (both in psr, doc. 76). 
Albeck to An Shih Ju, 25 May 1933, DSF, doc. 76. 

For the dialogue to which the Chinese censors objected, see Despatch to the Ameri- 
can Legation, no. L-36 Diplomatic, from Nanking, China (no date or document 
number given). 

Peck to Johnson, 31 May 1933, DSF, doc. 74. 

See, for instance, Herron to Peck, 3r May 1933, DSF, doc. 76. See also Peck to 
Johnson, 7 June 1933, DSF, doc. 76. 

Seidelman to Kiang, Los Angeles, 6 October 1933, DSF, doc. ror; Peck to Johnson, 
12 October 1933, DSF, doc. 89. 

Douglas Gomery has written that during the 1930s studios typically made about 
four hundred prints of a film, although it is not clear if Gomery is speaking here 
only of domestic prints or of global prints as well (see Gomery, The Hollywood 
Studio System, 18). 

Albeck to Puma Films Ltd., Shanghai, 11 December 1933, DSF, doc. ror. 

Charles Roberts to Albeck, ro October 1933, DSF, doc. ror. 

Peck to Dr. Louis N. Tchou, Director of Department of International Affairs, 
Waichiaopu, Nanking, 3 October 1933, DSF, doc. 88. For the report on the Dutch 
East Indies, Singapore, Manila, and Calcutta, as well as Batavia, see Peck to John- 
son, 6 October 1933, DSF, doc. 88. 

Despatch to the American Legation, no. L-34 Diplomatic, from Nanking China. 
Subject: The Bitter Tea of General Yen, 6 October 1933, DSF, doc. 88. 
Memorandum of Conversation, Albeck and Peck, 23 May 1933, DSF, doc. 74. 
Albeck to An Shih Ju, 25 May 1933, DSF doc. 76. 

Peck to Johnson, 12 October 1933, DSF doc. 89. 

Memorandum of Conversation, Albeck and Peck, 23 May 1933, DSF doc. 74. 
Peck acknowledges not having seen the film in his memo to Johnson recording his 
meeting with Chaucer H. Wu of the Chinese Foreign Office, 12 October 1933, DSF 
doc. ror (in fact, at this time, Wu also had not seen the film). 

“The Motion Picture Industry in China,” ro. 

Memorandum of Conversation, Albeck and Peck, 23 May 1933, DSF doc. 74. 

It is precisely this “structuring absence” of the romance that has been of primary 
interest to contemporary scholars. For the best analysis of the relationship between 
Megan and General Yen, see Marchetti, Romance and the Yellow Peril, 46-57. 
Peck to Johnson, 12 October 1933, DSF doc. 89. 

Albeck to An Shih Ju, 25 May 1933, DSF doc. 76. 

Peck to Albeck, 1 December 1933, DSF doc. 97. 
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NOTES TO CHAPTER TWO 


ie 


De 


S) 


72 
73 
74 
7) 
76 


Uh 
78 


79 


Ibid. 

Ibid. 

Peck to Johnson, 12 October 1933, DSF doc. 89. 

Peck to Johnson, 12 October 1933, DSF doc. 89. 

Peck expressed his admiration for the prologue solution in his memo to John- 
son, ibid. For Albeck’s act of forwarding the idea to Columbia, cautioning about 
the time that implementation might take and also stressing Columbia’s pledge for 
future productions, see Albeck to Peck, 12 December 1933, DSF doc. ror. 

The last document in the file is dated 1 February 1934. 

Some of the documents relating to Oil for the Lamps of China and The General Died 
at Dawn have been published in Foreign Relations of the United States: Diplomatic 
Papers; Vol. 4, The Far East (Washington, D.C.: GPO, 1936). 

In 1927, the last year for which I have figures, China accounted for only 0.8 percent 
of Hollywood’s foreign income. Japan accounted for 3.1 percent, and Cuba for 1.25 
percent. Great Britain, where Bitter Tea also experienced severe censorship prob- 
lems, accounted for 30.5 percent of foreign income, by far the largest percentage 
of any foreign territory (see Vasey, The World According to Hollywood, 84). 
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Nelle J. Brown to Fred J. Powell, 8 May 1934, Capra Collection, Wesleyan Cinema 
Archives (all subsequent fan letters are from this collection). 

Fred J. Powell to Frank Capra, rr May 1934. 

Lea Jacobs, “Reformers and Spectators: The Film Education Movement in the 
Thirties,” Camera Obscura 22 (January 1990): 29-49. 

Jacobs discusses the Teaching Film Custodians films in “Reformers and Specta- 
tors,” primarily 35-44. 

DeCordova, “Ethnography and Exhibition,” 91-197. See p. 97 for a description of 
the matinee in Rochester, New York, where audience members sang “America the 
Beautiful”; deCordova, “The Mickey in Macy’s Window: Childhood, Consumer- 
ism, and Disney Animation,” in Disney Discourse: Producing the Magic Kingdom, 
ed. Eric Smoodin (New York: Routledge, 1994), 203-13 (deCordova discusses club 
activities, including the yell, the creed, and the patriotic song, on p. 207). 

For a discussion of issues concerning the development of the cinema and other in- 
stitutional and political practices, see, for example, Ella Shohat, “Gender and Cul- 
ture of Empire: Toward a Feminist Ethnography of the Cinema,” Ouarterly Review 
of Film and Video 13, nos. 1-3, (1993): 45-84; Fatimah Tobing Rony, “Those Who 
Squat and Those Who Sit: The Iconography of Race in the 1895 Films of Félix- 
Louis Regnault,” Camera Obscura 28 (January 1992): 263-89; and Lisa Cartwright, 
Screening the Body: Tracing Medicine’s Visual Culture (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1995), in particular chapter 5, “Decomposing the Body: X-Rays 
and the Cinema,” 107-42. 
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Selwyn K. Troen discusses these shifts in American education in “The Discovery 
of the Adolescent by American Educational Reformers, 1900-1920: An Economic 
Perspective,” in Schooling and Society: Studies in the History of Education, ed. Law- 
rence Stone (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1976), 239-51. 

Joel H. Spring, “Mass Culture and School Sports,” History of Education Quarterly 
14, no. 4, (winter 1974): 491. 

Ibid., 495. 

This is not to imply that there was no interest in movies and adolescents before 
this time. For discussions of various censorship efforts aimed at protecting children 
and teenagers, see, for instance, Jacobs, “Reformers and Spectators”; Jowett, Film; 
and Stamp, Movie-Struck Girls, in particular chapter 2, “Is Any Girl Safe? Motion 
Pictures, Women’s Leisure, and the White Slavery Scare,” 41-101. 

Apropos of the perceived significance of movies in family relations, William Lewin, 
in Photoplay Appreciation in American High Schools (New York: D. Appleton- 
Century Company, 1934), 13, noted, for example, that “it would appear that the 
most common habit of high-school students in relation to selecting a photoplay is 
discussing it with a member of the family” (emphasis in original). 

Ibid., 16. 

The NEA report is cited in Jowett, Film, 274. 

Edgar Dale, How to Appreciate Motion Pictures: A Manual of Motion-Picture Crit- 
icism Prepared for High-School Students (New York: Macmillan, 1933); Sarah 
McLean Mullen, “How to Judge Motion Pictures: A Pamphlet for High School 
Students,” published by Scholastic, the American High School Weekly, New York, 
1935; Richard Lewis and Helen Rand, Film and School: A Handbook in Moving- 
Picture Evaluation, a publication of the National Council of Teachers of English 
(New York: D. Appleton-Century Company, 1937); Barrett C. Kiesling, Talking Pic- 
tures: How They Are Made, How to Appreciate Them (New York: Johnson Publish- 
ing Company, 1937). 

Lewin, Photoplay Appreciation, 47. 

Ibid., 102. 

Rand and Lewis, Film and School. The authors discuss these issues in their book’s 
first chapter, “Moving Pictures: A Social and Educational Force,” 1-14. War as a 
subject is dealt with on pp. 11-14 and class on pp. 3-5. The question about race 
(which, as a subject, gets less attention than class and much less than war) can 
be found on p. 11. Rand and Lewis also take an identifiably progressive position 
toward crime and criminals, saying that movies should show that, “in most cases,” 
criminals are made by “environment,” and that criminals “are not naturally bad, 
but people—and often exceptionally bright people—who have grown up in bad 
surroundings” (10). 

The question about imperialism appears in Film Survey, March 1937, 3 (published 
bimonthly for Associated Film Audiences). 

Lewin, in Photoplay Appreciation, 21, referred to the film studies curriculum as part 
of “a new deal for the child,” thereby further emphasizing the connection between 


educational reform and 1930s-style liberal politics. 
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Arthur Zilversmit, Changing Schools: Progressive Education Theory and Practice, 
1930-1960 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993), page 1. The first chapter 
of Zilversmit’s book, “Progressive Education: A Definition,” 1-18, offers an out- 
standing synopsis of the goals of this mode of education. 

Ibid., 5. 

Zilversmit discusses the furniture of the progressive schoolroom in Changing 
Schools, 21. 

Ibid., 7. 

C. A. Bowers’s The Progressive Educator and the Depression: The Radical Years 
(New York: Random House, 1969) remains one of the best discussions of the po- 
litical factions within the progressive education movement. The debate among pro- 
gressives tended to center on whether teachers should act as avatars of a new social 
order—that is, take sides on social issues and work to indoctrinate students—or 
reject “direct teacher involvement in partisan politics” (18). 

Arthur Zilversmit, “The Failure of Progressive Education, 1920-1940,” in School- 
ing and Society: Studies in the History of Education, ed. Lawrence Stone (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1976), 252-63. 

In 1930, for example, Capra’s Flight was Columbia’s top-grossing film (Motion Pic- 
ture Herald, 3 January 1930, 10). In 1931, in ads for Dirigible, Capra received third 
billing, in lettering as big as the two male stars, Jack Holt and Ralph Graves, and 
larger than that of the female lead, Fay Wray, who got fourth billing. The ad copy 
refers to two other Capra films that also starred Holt and Graves, and refers as 
well to Capra himself, in addition to Graves and Holt, as “the inimitable trio that 
made Flight and Submarine” (Motion Picture Herald, 28 February 1931, 28). 

Dale, How to Appreciate Motion Pictures, 179, 182-83. 

Dale mentions no women directors in his textbook. He does, however, quote Fran- 
ces Marion, “the well-known screen writer,” about proper plot construction (91). 
Lewin, Photoplay Appreciation, 44. 

Ibid., 16. 

Ibid., 26. 

Lewin explains the test in chapter 4 of Photoplay Appreciation, 23-29, and pro- 
vides further explanation and copies of the score sheets on pp. 89-93. Some of the 
films evaluated by students and teachers (in addition to Cavalcade and the films 
discussed later in this chapter) included Silver Dollar, King’s Vacation, State Fair, 
Robber’s Roost, I Am a Fugitive from a Chain Gang, The Conquerors, You Said a 
Mouthful, Tess of the Storm Country, A Successful Calamity, Prosperity, Topaze, Ras- 
putin, A Farewell to Arms, Twenty Thousand Years in Sing Sing, Smilin’ Through, and 
All Quiet on the Western Front. 

Lewin, Photoplay Appreciation, 28. Other films that generated wide swings in 
teacher evaluations were, among others, You Said a Mouthful (220/-35) and A Suc- 
cessful Calamity (210/-10), 

Ibid. The scores from these classes can all be found on p- 26; Mrs. Mullen’s score, 
though not given, is discussed on p. 27. 

Ibid., 27-28. Neither of these films was uniformly popular among teachers. Miss 
Mary V. Harris in Montana gave Forty-Second Street a score of “less than zero,” 
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for example, while Mrs. Mary A. Abbott in New York gave The Sign of the Cross 
a score of 25. 

I have found no information about any connection between the Hollywood studios 
and the Photographic History Service of Hollywood, but film companies from this 
period would not have tolerated any unlicensed use of stills from their films. In 
addition, the studios clearly were interested in film education, perhaps because of 
its public relations value during a time when the motion picture industry received 
a great deal of criticism and generated a great deal of concern about the appar- 
ent effects of movies on children (the Payne Fund studies stand out as the most 
famous of the era’s examinations of the effects of film on young viewers). As Lea 
Jacobs points out in “Reformers and Spectators,” 36, the MPPDA, the film indus- 


_try trade association, provided backing for Teaching Film Custodians beginning in 


1935, which provided schools with edited excerpts of Hollywood films to facilitate 
class discussion around a number of issues. 

For a description of the study units, see Educational Screen, September 1934, 197. 
Educational Screen, November 1934, 241. 

“Bending the Bough,” Nation, 26 September 1934, 342. 

For a discussion of the Hays Office and Sign of the Cross, see Black, Hollywood 
Censored, 65-70. 

A brief cycle of films during this period dealt with Westerners in a primitive, exotic 
“East”: in addition to Madame Butterfly and The Bitter Tea of General Yen, for in- 
stance, see also Josef von Sternberg’s Shanghai Express (1932). Capra himself earlier 
had directed a film (Flight, 1929) about the necessity of the U.S. presence in Nica- 
ragua, another country going through a civil war. 

Lorraine Noble, ed., Four Star Scripts (New York: Doubleday, Doran and Co., 
1936). 

In a cover letter to Capra that Gessner included with his syllabus, he wrote: “You 
might . . . be interested in knowing that the film holds up remarkably well, after al- 
most four years, which is a pretty good test. If anything, the story interest is a little 
too thin, or at least, not as meaty as Mr. Deeds Goes to Town. But you’re one of the 
few directors who can tell a story, and that’s the paramount function” (Gessner to 
Capra, 13 January 1938). Even before Gessner’s class, however, It Happened One 
Night was being discussed as a great film. In 1935 the Nation saw fit to review the 
film a second time, after having at first given it a positive but hardly laudatory re- 
view. Originally, William Troy wrote that “to claim any significance for the picture, 
apart from its successful use of what may turn out to be a very good method for 
the screen, would of course be a mistake.” The second time around, Troy changed 
his opinion, with the title of the review itself signifying the shift: “On a Classic” 
(see The Nation, “Picaresque,” 14 March 1934, 314; and “Ona Classic,” 10 April 
1935, 426). 

Some of the other films on the syllabus include The Four Horsemen of the Apoca- 
lypse (“The Early American Spectacle”), The Love of Jeanne Ney (“The Psychologi- 
cal Film”), The Last Command and Plane Crazy (“The End of the Silent Era”), The 
Last Laugh (“The Moving Camera in Germany”), and Fury (“The American Film 
of Protest”). 
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For detailed information on Cabarrus County, see The People of North Carolina 
(Raleigh: North Carolina State Planning Board, 1938). Population information can 
be found in plate 2; occupational information in plate rr. 

Between 1890 and 1930, the white population had grown by at least 195 percent; 
the “Negro” population by no more than 48 percent. 

An invaluable source of information about education in North Carolina during 
the period is the Biennial Report of the Superintendent of Public Instruction of North 
Carolina for the Scholastic Years 1933-34 and 1935-36, part 3, statistical report, pub- 
lication no. 207, issued by the State Superintendent of Public Instruction, Raleigh, 
North Carolina. For information on the number of students, see p. 6; for teachers, 
SEEIPa 5 O57 

The People of North Carolina, 74. 

Ibid., 68-69. 

“Study of Local School Units in North Carolina: 1937,” publication no, 199, issued 
by the State Superintendent of Public Instruction, Raleigh, North Carolina, 177. 
Ibid. 

Gordon W. Lovejoy, coordinator, Paths to Maturity: Findings of the North Caro- 
lina Youth Survey 1938-1940, (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina, 1940); see 
p- 145 for the discussion of how students spent their leisure time, and p. 156 for 
the chart on movie attendance. As for white high school boys, who went to movies 
in greater numbers than any other group in the same age category, 34.7 percent 
saw one movie a week, 21.5 percent two a week, 6.6 percent three a week, 1.3 per- 
cent four a week, and 1.8 percent more than four a week. “Negro” high school 
girls saw the fewest movies: 21.6 percent one a week, 16.9 percent two a week, 
4.9 percent three a week, 0.7 percent four a week, and 0.5 percent more than four 
a week. 

Ibid., xi. The complete description of this “average” teenager is interesting: “The 
most frequent North Carolina youth is white; comes from farm life and agricul- 
tural occupations; is from a family of over five people; has resided all his life where 
he now resides; is from a home with an annual income of less than $1,000; has 
failed at least one grade in school; left school before sixteen years of age for fi- 
nancial reasons; wishes to enter a profession; will be an unskilled or semi-skilled 
laborer; has had no special vocational training; his or her teacher said that he or 
she should have been provided with training for a trade; is a member of a church; 
has had a full-time job at the time this Study was made; earned on this first full- 
time job less than $17 a week; worked on that job between 40 and 55 hours a week; 
found his position through a personal application or the assistance of friends; be- 
longs to no organization except a church club; has no hobby; is apparently in fair 
health, and a little above the national average in weight as compared to height.” 
Lewin, Photoplay Appreciation, 4. 

The best sources for information about the history of the American high school 
probably remain Edward A. King’s The Shaping of the American High School: Vol- 
ume One, 1880-1920 (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1969) and Volume 
Two, 1920-1941 (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1972). The information 
cited here comes from “The General Subjects in the Twenties,” vol. 2, 77-79. 
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Beatrice Cartner to Powell, 7 May 1934. 

Jean Overcass to Powell, undated. 

Lenore Campbell to Powell, 7 May 1934. 

Edith Whitley to Powell, 7 May 1934. 

Lenore Campbell to Powell, 7 May 1934; Ruth Sides to Powell, 8 May 1934; Nelle J. 
Brown to Powell, 8 May 1934. 

Mullen, “How to Judge Motion Pictures,” 48. 
Ibid. 

Mary Bele Anderson to Powell, 8 May 1934. 

Le Roy [last name illegible] to Powell, 8 May 1934. 
Capra to Powell, 23 May 1934. 


-By far the most important work on the Payne Fund studies is Garth S. Jowett, Ian C. 


Jarvie, and Kathryn H. Fuller, Children and the Movies: Media Influence and the 
Payne Fund Controversy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996). The au- 
thors point out the seriousness of the studies, their indebtedness to the “modern” 
social sciences, and also their often nuanced investigations into the “problem” of 
movies. As the authors point out, the Payne Fund studies themselves were pub- 
lished in eight volumes by Macmillan between 1933 and 1935. Henry J. Forman, 
who did not take part in the studies, published a single-volume summary of the re- 
sults under the title Our Movie-Made Children (New York: Macmillan, 1933). “This 
best-seller became the representation of the PFS [Payne Fund studies] in the public 
mind and gave the false impression that the researchers had lent themselves to a 
moralizing crusade” (Jowett, Jarvie, and Fuller, Children and the Movies, 7). 

The Production Code is reproduced in Jowett, Film, 468-72. The discussion of 
maturity and immaturity can be found on p. 472 (“reasons 3A and 3C”). 

For discussions of the structure of the various women’s reform movements during 
this period, see Rosalind Rosenberg, Divided Lives: American Women in the Twen- 
tieth Century (New York: Hill and Wang, 1992), chapter 4; and Linda Gordon, 
“Putting Children First: Women, Maternalism, and Welfare in the Early Twenti- 
eth Century,” in U.S. History as Women’s History: New Feminist Essays, ed. Linda 
Kerber, Alice Kessler-Harris, and Kathryn Kish Sklar (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 1995), 63-86. 

Black, Hollywood Censored, 13. 

For excellent discussions of the formation and activities of the National Board of 
Review, see Black, Hollywood Censored; Jowett, Film (Jowett discusses the relation- 
ship between the board and the film industry on p. 127); and Robert Sklar, Movie- 
Made America: A Cultural History of American Movies (New York: Vintage, 1975). 
Henry Forman, “To the Movies—But Not to Sleep!” McCalls, September 1932, 
12-13; “Movie Madness,” McCalls, October 1932, 14-153 “Molded by Movies,” 
McCalls, November 1932, 17. 

The newspaper told readers that “this bulletin, published monthly, is available free 
to community leaders upon application to the Motion Picture Producers & Dis- 
tributors of America, Inc.” (The Motion Picture and the Family, 15 April 1936, 4). 
Keisling, Talking Pictures, 20. 

Ibid., 20. The other films on the list were Trader Horn (an “educational” film about 
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Africa); Sequoia (a nature film based on the novel Malibu); A Tale of Two Cities; 
Les Miserables; Little Women; Anthony Adverse; Last of the Mohicans; The House of 
Rothschild; Maytime (another MacDonald-Eddy light opera); Captains Courageous; 
Grand Hotel; Little Lord Fauntleroy; and Lloyds of London. 

Terry Ramsaye, “Sex Lure Looms Again,” Motion Picture Herald, 24 April 1937, 
14. Ramsaye’s editorial served as a lead-in to articles about movies, sexuality, and 
censorship, including David F. Barrett, “Sex Not Returning to Studios, Hays Tells 
St. Louis MpTO”; “B[alaban] 8 K[atz] Oriental Signs Girl in Nudity Trial” (no 
author listed); and James P. Cunningham, “Issue Not for Code Administration but 
Hays, Breen Holds.” 

Ramsaye, “Sex Lure Looms Again,” 14-15, 27-28. The reference to Mr. Deeds ap- 
pears on p. 14. Ramsaye also was the author of A Million and One Nights: A History 
of the Motion Picture through 1925 (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1926). 
William R. Weaver, “The Case for and against Longer Feature Pictures,” Motion 
Picture Herald, 11 April 1936, 18, 28-20, 33. The article itself is quite long by Her- 
ald standards, perhaps indicating the perceived significance of the issues of double 
bills and running times. 

Ibid. The Goldwyn and Bernhard quotes are from p. 18. 

Ibid. 

Ibid., 28. Some of the other reasons given in favor of longer films were “higher ad- 
mission prices,” “longer runs,” and “extended drawing radius.” Arguments against 
included “admission sales resistance,” “deflected habitual patronage,” “inadequate 
responsiveness,” and “public indifference.” 

“Family Movie Guide,” Parents, July 1936, 34, 47. 

Agnes Benedict, “What’s Ahead in the Movies?” Parents, September 1936, 30-31, 
52, 54, 96. 

Ibid., 52. 

Ibid., 52, 54. 

Benedict mentions Show Boat on p. 52, placing it with a group of musicals includ- 
ing The King Steps Out and Naughty Marietta, as well as those movies featuring 
Lily Pons and Paul Robeson. 

Sarah McLean Mullen, “Films for the Pupil and Teacher,” The Motion Picture and 
the Family, 15 April 1936, 4, 8. 

For a discussion of Show Boat, see Mullen, “Films for the Pupil and Teacher,” The 
Motion Picture and the Family, 15 May 1936, 6; for Romeo and Juliet, see 15 October 
1936, 5-6. 

Howard M. Le Sourd, “Lessons Learned from the Movies,” The Motion Picture and 
the Family, 15 May 1936, 5-6. The poem Le Sourd cites is by Gerald Raftery and 
appeared in the New York Times. It begins, “Out of the theater he strides / Back 
to the city street— / But in his kindled heart he rides / A broncho, and the beat / 
Of prancing hoofs keeps step with him; / The words he mutters low / Are cowboy 
language, drawled and grim, / That elders do not know.” 

Ibid., 6. 

“Inquiring Photographer Contest Used on Deeds,” Motion Picture Herald, 11 July 
1936, 128. 
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“Over 300 Boys and Girls Choose Their 10 Best Films of 1936,” press release from 
the National Board of Review Collection, Box 172, New York Public Library. 
Ibid. Although they did not like child stars, the voters did like The Devil Is a Sissy, 
a film “which contemplates the problems of juvenile delinquency in pretty vigor- 
ous terms.” Thus, members of the Young Reviewers and 4-Star clubs appreciated 
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Ibid. In his autobiography, Capra wrote that “one theater in a French village in the 
Vosges Mountains played Mr. Smith continuously during the last thirty days be- 
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age be eliminated before the telecast, “because nobody remembered Buster Keaton 
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pp- 93-94, and Eisenhower and the energy plant groundbreaking on pp. 97-99. 
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are acquainted with telephone employees, and see them and talk with them, usually 
have a better understanding of what we are trying to do, and a higher regard for 
our efforts” (22). In other annual reports during the 1950s AT&T stressed seeking 
out the opinions of customers about new communications technologies and em- 
phasized the numerous market tests of new products and the open houses where 
managers and employees would meet with customers to talk about products and 
other matters (see Annual Report, 1957, 9; 1958, 14, 19). 
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chives: “Final Report: Audience Research: Students-Ieacher Evaluation of Our 
Mr. Sun”; “Results of preview of Our Mr. Sun by Frank Capra Productions in 
Riverside, California”; “What Do Viewers Think of Our Mr. Sun as Telecast in 
Black-and-White: A Study of Students, Housewives and atx T Long Lines Employ- 
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Mr. Sun Viewers”; and “Study of Employee Reactions to Our Mr. Sun.” 

Our Mr. Sun opens with “The heavens declare the glory of god,” from Psalms, and 
ends with “Be praised my lord in what you have created; above all else be praised 
in our brother Master Sun,” from St. Francis. After this quote Beethoven’s “Ode 
to Joy” plays over the end credits. Also during the program, Father Time reminds 
viewers to “ask, inquire, seek the truth. It’s right that you should know, or the good 
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Final Report: Audience Research: “Students-Teacher Evaluation of Our Mr. Sun, 
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used ethically. See “Written-in Comments” in “Results of Preview of Our Mr. Sun 
by Frank Capra Productions in Riverside, California.” See also tabulation of an- 
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14.2/29.7 for Welk. 

Peter Machurak to Capra, 19 November 1956. 
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Implications of Findings,” 7: “There might be some question about whether the 
commercial should be left in the film for school showings.” 
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“Results of Preview of Our Mr. Sun by Frank Capra Productions in Riverside, Cali- 
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Viewers Think of Our Mr. Sun.” 
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Art for Your Sake, 130 

Arthur, Jean, 98 

Articles of War, 168 

Astaire, Fred, ror-102 

Asther, Nils, 53 

Atlee, Clement, 179 

Audience: attendance at movies, 31, 89, 
258 n.§2; attitudes about science, 224, 
227-231; attitudes about television, 
227; children and adolescents as, 77, 
89-95, 107, 110-116; Chinese, 55- 
56; crying, 191-193; demand of, for 
better films, 93; and gender, 19, 24, 
25, 29-35, 86, 114, 215-218, 232-233; 
governmental, 134-136; international, 
54, 63, 65, 206-207; matinee, 31-325 
military, 167-174; observing viewers, 
165, 171-174, 187; and national cinema, 
158-159; politically motivated, 140, 
149-150, 152, 157-158; prisoners as, 
160-162, 185-186, 189-201; prisoners 
of war as, 174-182; and race relations, 
107, 109; religious, 86, 151, 197-198, 
226-2273 surveys of, 224-226; urban 
versus town, 37-38, 111; and viewer 
displeasure, 148-149, 180, 195, 208- 
209, 212. See also Film Education 
Movement; National Board of Review; 
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Back Street, 33 

Back to Bataan, 176 

Back Where I Come From, 156 

Bailey, Edna, 107-108 

Balio, Tino, 25 

Bamboozled, 238 

Barry, Iris, 165-166; on film education, 
163-164 

Barrymore, Lionel, 199 

Barton, Joan, 189 

Baxter, Frank, 221 

Beh Chuan Peng, 60-61 

Benedict, Agnes, 103-104; on family re- 
lations, 108; in praise of Hollywood, 
IOI-102 

Ben Hur, 213 

Berlant, Lauren, 133 

Berubé, Allan, 163 

The Big Game, 109 

Birds, 185 

Bishop, Elizabeth, 107-108 

The Bitter Tea of General Yen, 15, 31, 50, 
51, 87, 89, 238; in Cuba, 65-66, 75; 
and film education, 77, 162; Chinese 
censorship of, 61, 64-67, 69-71, 745 
Hays Office and, 250 n.11; interna- 
tional censorship of, 54; interracial 
romance in, 53, 68-69, 84-85, 92; 
in Japan, 67, 71, 75; lobbying efforts 
against, 66; prologue for, 71-73; as 
quality film, 52; religion, 86; in small 
towns, 53. See also Department of State 

Black, Gregory D., 96 

Black Fury, to1 

The Black Hand, 205 

Blanchett, Cate, 238 

Blyth, Ann, 188 

Bodnar, John, 10; on public memory, 
123-124 

Booth, Maud Ballington, 188 

Bork, Robert, 119 
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Borzage, Frank, 82 

Boudoir Diplomat, 58 

Boystown, 115 

Brenon, Herbert, 82 

Bringing Up Father, 189 

Broadway Bill, 205; and double bills, 100; 
and escapism, 158 

Broken Lullaby, 82 

Browne, Nick, 155 

Brute Force, 182 

Buchman, Sidney, 20 

Burke, Delta, 239 

Burke, Thomas, 134 

Buscombe, Edward, 1o-11 

Butrick, Richard P., 55-56, 58 


The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari, 87 

Canon City, 187 

Cantor, Eddie, 56 

Capra, Frank: against Hollywood, 98- 
99, 207-208; and American values, 
120, 127; and auteur criticism, 74, 
133, 165-166, 214; celebrity, 16, 18, 
Dl, 23; 245 325 50; SL, E27, 142 p2O4— 
206, 211; centennial celebration, 241; 
and Communism, 19-22, 142-143; 
contemporary influence of, 237-239; 
and double bills, 99-100; as educator, 
17, 43-44, 77, 81-84, 86, 91-94, 116- 
118, 210-211, 213, 219, 234-235; fans’ 
criticism of, 155-158, 206-207, 217- 
218; as filmmaker, 14-15, 24, 54, 203, 
218, 237; international audiences, 18- 
19, 206-207; and Italian heritage, 205; 
and the military, 23, 28-29, 118, 157- 
158, 162-163, 165-166; obituaries for, 
237-238; as political filmmaker, 102, 
140-142, 153, 209-210; and prison 
inmates, 160-162, 189-201; as quality 
filmmaker, 28-29, 32-33, 97, 108, 1493 
and religion, 151, 210; responses to 
fans, 94, 153-155, 159, 205; and science, 
224; souvenirs of, 239-241; views on 
audience, 1, 22; and young audiences, 
89-94, I16 


Captains Courageous, 109-110; and Ger- 
man POWS, 176 

Carlyle, Thomas, 90 

Carney, Ray, 203, 219 

“The Carole Lombard in Macy’s Win- 
dow,” 34 

Carson, Jack, 189 

Catholic Legion of Decency, 129 

Cavalcade, 84 

Censorship, 50, 100; attitudes of Holly- 
wood studios, 52, 60; Chinese system 
of, 57-60; historiography of, 52; inter- 
national, 51, 53, 64, 66; and literature, 
III-112; young audiences, 109. See also 
The Bitter Tea of General Yen 

Centennial Summer, 189 

Chaplin, Charles, 1, 3, 55; and film educa- 
tion, 82; as model for Capra, 153; and 
U.S. Government, 122 

The Charge of the Light Brigade, 105, 
108-109 

Chevalier, Maurice, 56 

Chiang Kai-shek, 55, 57 

Child and adolescent audiences, 77-78 

Children’s Attendance at Motion Pic- 
tures, 8 

Churchill, Winston, 21 

Cinema Journal, 3 

The Citadel, 115; and prison screenings, 
186 

City Lights, 56, 82 

Clair, René, 82, 91 

Cleopatra, 85-86 

Clinton, Bill, 237 

Clouds, 185 

Coen brothers, 238 

Cohen, Lizabeth, 27 

Cohn, Harry, 63 

Colbert, Claudette, 18, 92, 239 

Colman, Ronald, 56 

Come and Get It, 113 

Compton, Juliette, 34 

Conrad, Joseph, 90 

Cooper, Gary, 97, 145-147 

Coppola, Francis Ford, 238 


Coughlin, Father, 141, 143 

Counts, George, 80 

Columbia Pictures, 1, 23-24, 28, 29- 
37, 39-44, 46-48, 50, 54, 56, 60, 62, 
64-65, 67, 69, 70-72, 75, 81, 177, 239 

Crain, Jeanne, 189 

Crawford, Joan, 57 

Crosby, Bing, 207 

Crow, Carl, 55 

Cukor, George, 98, 100, 105 

Cummings, Bob, 186 

Curie, Eve, 156 

Curtiz, Michael, 105 


Daily Worker: on Meet John Doe, 150 

Dale, Edgar, 79, 81-84, 97, 102, 169 

David Copperfield, 98 

Davis, Natalie Zemon, 10 

Day, Doris, 224 

Dead End, 109-110 

DeCordova, Richard, 27 

DeMille, Cecil B., 1; and double bills, 
too; and film education, 77, 82, 85-86; 
and New York World’s Fair, 125 

Department of State, 13, 29; concerns 
with censorship, 51, 59-60, 67, 69, 
134; on global film markets, 70-71, 
122, 133-134 

The Devil Is a Sissy, 105, 108 

Dewey, John, 80-81, 117 

Diao, David, 238 

Dickens, Charles, 90, 98, 101 

Dieterle, William, 105 

Dirigible, 15, 23, 32, 47, 48-493 educa- 
tion, 42-43, 82; local publicity for, 38- 
41; and military, 42; national publicity 
for, 42; novelization, 239 

Dishonored, 82 

Disney, Walt, 1, 239; and film educa- 
tion, 77; and films in prison, 189; mass 
appeal of, 127; and quality films, ror- 
102; and science films, 221; and young 
audiences, 116 

Dodsworth, 109, 113 

Double Bills, 25, 79, 99-100 
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Doyle, Arthur Conan, 90 

Dracula, 58 

Dream of Spring, 176 

Dr. Jekyl and Mr. Hyde, 58 

Duel in the Sun, 208, 210 

Duffy, Clinton T., 193, 198-199; as father 
figure, 196-197; and prisoner rehabili- 
tation, 182-183, 186-188, 194, 201; and 
film screenings for prisoners, 183, 186 


EBay, 239 

Eckert, Charles, 34 

Eddy, Nelson, 98 

Edison, Thomas, 164, 223 

Education: for democracy, 130-131; in 
science, 219-220, 223-224; High 
School Victory Corps, 117-118; in 
prison, 183-187; progressive, 80-81, 
223; and religion, 226-227; textbook 
controversy in, 146-147. See also Film 
Education Movement; Progressive 
Education; Radio 

Educational Screen, 12, 85-86, 110 

Eisenstein, Sergei, 82 

Eliot, George, 90 

Emergency Committee in Psychology, 170 

The Emotional Response of Children to the 
Motion Picture Situation, 8 

Enstad, Nan, 34 

Etting, Ruth, 224 

Ewen, Elizabeth, 26 

Ewen, Stuart, 26 


A Face in the Crowd, 238 

Fang and Claw, ror 

A Farewell to Arms, 82 

Federal Bureau of Investigation, 13, 19-22 

55 Days at Peking, 213 

Film: The Democratic Art, 9 

Film and School, 79; on Lost Horizon, 114; 
progressive politics, 80, 255 n.17 

Film Education Movement, 43, 77-78, 
173; changes in, 116-118; and gen- 
der, 81-82, 84, 114; and high school 


curriculum, 79; and importance of 
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director, 81-84; and literature, 114; 
Opposition to, 131; and progressivism, 
89-92, 164. See also Education 

Film Studies: analysis of fan mail, 143- 
144, 158; for confined audiences, 160- 
162, 165; for German Pows, 177-178; 
and the historical audience, 139-140; 
history of, 3-9, 17, 164-165; and the 
impact of films, 144; in high schools, 
79-96, 121-122; and masculinity, 160, 
162, 182; and the museum, 163-164; 
for postwar period, 164; in prisons, 
185; and scientific research, 168-170, 
173-174, 181-182, 201-202; at the 
university, 213-214, 218-219. See also 
Film Education Movement 

Fitzpatrick, Frederick, 219 

Flight, 15, 23, 28, 45, 48-50; and fash- 
ion industry, 34-35; and female fans, 
29-35; and military, 28, 42; and mod- 
ernism, 37; and publishing industry, 
30-31, 34-35, 44, 239 

Flinn, Errol, 176 

Foley, Barbara, 140 

Folsom State Prison, 160, 185 

Ford, John, 105, 237 

Foreign Investments in China, 55 

Forman, Henry, 94, 96 

Forty-Second Street, 85 

Foucault, Michel, 16x 

400 Million Customers, 55 

Four Star Scripts, 87 

Fox, Richard Wightman, 27 

Fox, Stephen, 2 

Franklin, Sidney, 98, 100 

Franklyn, Irwin R., 31 

Frears, Stephen, 238 

The Free Company, 156 

Freund, Karl, 86 

Fuller, Kathryn, 27, 38, 94, 121 

Fury, 101 


Gable, Clarke, 18-19, 92, 238-239 
Gaines, Jane, ro 


Garbo, Greta, 57 


Gehring, Marion, 85 

Gentleman Joe Palooka, 189 

Gerald McBoing Boing, 222 

Gessner, Robert, 4, 6-7, 9, 87, 213 

Getting Ideas from the Movies, 8 

Goddard, Paulette, 186 

Goldwyn, Samuel, 63, 99, 165 

The Good Earth, 98, 109 

Gordon, Jaye E.: and films for pows, 
175-176, 180-181 

Graves, Ralph, 43-44 

The Great Dictator, 122 

The Great Waltz, 176 

The Great Ziegfeld, 99, 102, 105, 108- 
109 

Green Pastures, 107, 109, 111 

Grey, Zane, 90 

Griffith, D. W., 82 

Guadalcanal Diary, 176 

Gunczy, Bettina, 96, 114, 116 

A Guy Named Joe, 176 


Hall, G. Stanley, 78; educational theories 
of, 80 

Handel, Leo, 8 

Hansen, Miriam, 36 

Hardy, Oliver, 56 

Hare-Raising Hare, 189 

Harlow, Jean, 45-46 

Harper, Sue, 191-192 

Hathaway, Henry, 100 

Hawks, Howard, 241 

Hawthorne, Nathaniel, 90 

Hayes, Helen, 81-82, 102 

Hays, Will, 51, 75; on film standards, 111; 
government disapproval of, 136-137 

Hayworth, Rita, 176 

Hell’s Angels, 60 

Hemo the Magnificent, 220 

Hepburn, Katharine, 203, 214 

Herbert, Victor, 98 

Here Comes the Groom, 15, 204; viewer 
disappointment with, 206-207 

Herman, Ellen, 170 

Hero, 238 


Herron, Frederick, 51, 59, 63-64 

Hersey, John, 188 

Hicks, John D., 141 

Hilmes, Michelle, 114 

Hilton, James, 113 

Hiroshima, 188 

Hitchcock, Alfred, 237, 241 

Hitler, Adolf, 174, 179 

Holbrook, Sabra, 114 

Hollywood Looks at Its Audience, 8-9 

Hollywood Quarterly, 163, 175 

Holt, Jack, 43-44 

Honolulu, 186 

Hope, Bob, 208 

Hopper, Hedda: on Capra’s films, 150 

Hook, Sidney, 80 

The House of Rothschild, 98 

How to Appreciate Motion Pictures, 79, 
97, 102, 169 

“How to Judge Motion Pictures,” 79; 
importance of director, 81-84; social 
value of film, 92-93 

The Hudsucker Proxy, 238 

Hughes, Howard, 60 

Hula Heaven, 186 

Hugo, Victor, ror 

Hull, Cordell, 175 

The Human Comedy, 163 

Hurst, Fannie, 33 

Huston, John, 164 


1, Governor of California, 141 

I am a Fugitive from a Chain Gang, 92, 
101 

The Informer, 10x 

In Old Arizona, 58 

It Happened One Night, 4, 6-7, 14, 17, 18, 
23, 24, 54, 91, 114, 117, 144, 200, 214- 
216, 238; book version, 239; as classic 
film, 87, 116; and double bills, 100; 
and escapism, 158; and film education, 
77, 91-94, 162, 213, 218; student re- 
sponses, 76, 89-943; YMCA screening of, 
76, 87-88, 90, 241. See also Education, 


Film Education Movement 
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It’s a Wonderful Life, 15, 16, 17, 24,144, 
160, 182, 187, 213-214, 234, 236-237, 
239, 241; prisoner responses to, 183, 
189-201 


Jacobs, Lea: on film education, 77-78 
Jarvie, Ian, 52, 94 

Jeffers, Robinson, 188 

Jefferson, Thomas, 125 

Joe Smith, American, 163 

Johnson, Van, 212, 217-218 

Jones, Dorothy: on Why We Fight, 163 
Jowett, Garth, 9, 29, 94, 96 


Kazan, Elia, 238 

Kiesling, Barrett C., 79, 97-98, 101-102 
Kaltenborn, H. V., 156-157 

Know Your Ally, 118, 163 

Know Your Enemy, 163 

Know Your Enemy: Japan, 54 

Korda, Alexander, 98 


LaCapra, Dominick, ro 

Ladies of Leisure, 15, 31, 39; and female 
viewers, 32-35, 43; modernism, 36-37 

Lady for a Day, 24,144, 214; advertising 
for, 46-48; and education, 87 

LaFollette, Philip, 157 

Lancaster, Burt, 182 

Land of Liberty, 125 

Langdon, Harry, 15 

Lasca of the Rio Grande, 58 

The Last of the Mohicans, 105, 108-109 

Laton, Anita, 107-108 

Laurel, Stan, 56 

Lazarsfeld, Paul, 41 

Lears, Jackson, 26 

Lee; Lila, 29 

Lee, Spike, 238 

Legally Blonde 2: Red, White, and Blonde, 
238 

Leonard, Robert Z., 102, 105 

LeRoy, Mervyn, 105 

Le Sourd, Howard, 102-103 

Lewin, William, 78-79, 255 nn.11, 19; 
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and appreciation test, 84-86; and exhi- 
bition location, 89-90; and gender, 82, 
84, 86 

Lewis, John L., 216 

Lewis, Richard, 79-80, 114 

Lewis, Sinclair, 90 

Libération, 237 

Liberty Films, 203 

Life magazine, 186-188 

The Life of Emile Zola, 109, 175 

Light’s Diamond Jubilee, 223 

Lincoln, Abraham, 124 

Little Women, 87 

Litvak, Anatol, 165 

Lloyd, Frank, 84 

Long, Huey, 143 

Lord, Robert: on Why We Fight, 165-166 

Los Angeles Times, 150-151 

Lost Horizon, 15, 17, 19, 54; audience 
criticism of, 110-111; as ethnography, 
112-113; and film education, 77; and 
German POws, 177-178; and literature, 
113-114; trading card, 239; and young 
audiences, 95, 109-110, 116 

Lott, Eric, ro 

Love Me or Leave Me, 224 

Love Parade, 56 

Lubitsch, Ernst, 56, 213; and film educa- 
tion, 82, 91 

Lumiére, Louis, 164 

Lynd, Helen Merrell, 5, 158 

Lynd, Robert, 5, 158 

Lysistrata, 185 


Macauley, Thomas Babington, 90 

MacDonald, Jeannette, 56, 98 

Madame Butterfly, 85 

Maland, Charles, 3 

Maltby, Richard, 3, 52, 63 

The Maltese Falcon, 164 

The Management of Motion Picture The- 
atres, 12, 41 

Manuel, 176 

Marchand, Roland, 25-27 

Marie Antoinette, 115 


Marshall, George C.: and Why We Fight, 
163-164 

Marton, Andrew, 213-214 

Mary of Scotland, 105, 108, 111 

Mass Observations Unit, 3, 192 

The Matinee Idol, 239 

Mayer, Louis B., 63 

MBS’s American Forum of the Air, 156 

McBride, Joseph, 52, 203, 214, 219, 222 

McCalls, 96 

McLaglen, Victor, 151 

Medea, 188 

Meet John Doe, 15, 16, 43-44, 143, 167, 
180, 195, 207-208, 219, 237; active 
viewers of, 152; as allegory of fascism, 
149-150; and audience identifica- 
tion, 155; and Capra’s career, 144; and 
comforting viewers, 139; displeasure 
with ending of, 149, I55, 200, 211-212; 
and high school students, 145-148; Los 
Angeles premiere of, 151; and nation- 
alism, 157; and politics, 120, 140, 159, 
205; remakes of, 238; spiritual values, 
151-152, 198; student response, 116-117 

Menjou, Adolphe, 217-218 

Mersand, Joseph: on young audiences; 
109-111 

Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, 142, 175-176, 
203, 214 

Middletown, 5, 158 

A Midsummer Night’s Dream, 98 

Milestone, Lewis, 56, 82 

Military Courtesy, 168 

Milland, Ray, 186 

The Mirror Makers, 26 

Mr. Deeds, 238 

Mr. Deeds Goes to Town, 17, 114, 143-144, 
214, 219, 237; Capra’s feelings about, 
145; and democracy, 117; and double 
bills, 99-100; as escapism, LOI-102; 
and film education, 77; at Folsom State 
Prison, 160, 185; as political allegory, 
102-104; as significant film, 97, 108; in 
USSR, 142; and young audiences, 95, 


100, I05, 109, 116, 162 


Mr. Smith Goes to Obscuristan, 238 


Mr. Smith Goes to Washington, 15, 17, 20, 
124, 143-144, 156, 159, 167, 206, 219, 
237-238; against Hollywood, 98-99, 
10§, 128-130, 207; as anti-American, 
134-138; and education, 120-122, 
131-133, exhibitor response to, 122, 
126-131, 138; and politics, 119-120, 
129-130, 141, 150; in South America, 
122; student response to, 116-117; 
as supporting democracy, 137-138; 
television versions of, 239. See also 
Department of State 

Mr. Sterling, 239 

Mr. Winkle Goes to War, 176 

Morley, David, 139, 143 

The Motion Picture and the Family, 96-97, 
102; on Lost Horizon, 112-113 

Motion Picture Herald, 11-12, 39, 40, 42, 
46-47, 53, 98-100, 104, IIO-III, 120, 
130, 186 

“The Motion Picture Industry in China,” 
55-58 

Motion Picture Producers and Distribu- 
tors Association of America, 51, 59, 63, 
75, 111; matinee movement and, 77 

Motion Pictures and Youth, 8 

Mount Rushmore, 125-126 

Mullen, Sarah McLean, 79, 85, 92-93, 
97; on Mr. Deeds Goes to Town, 102 

Mulvey, Laura, 35 

The Mummy, 86 

Museum of Modern Art Film Library, 163 

Musical Americana, 130 


The Name Above the Title, 1; and Capra’s 
social consciousness, 144; and Capra’s 
career decline, 203; impact of, on 
Capra’s reputation, 237, 239; on 
Capra’s listening to fans, 159 

The Nation, 86 

National Board of Review, 77, 95, 1143 
young audiences and, 104-108; young 
reviewers and, 96, 105-107, 110-111, 
114 
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National Science Teachers Association, 
219 

Naughty Marietta, 98 

Newman, Kathy, 27, 41 

Newsweek magazine, 12, 125, 224 

New York Times, 236-237 

N. W. Ayer & Son, 220 


Oliver Twist, 82 

O’Neill, Eugene, ror 

Operation Burma, 176 

“Operation Celluloid,” 175-176 

Our Mister Sun, 220, 2223 audience 
surveys, 224-226, 230-233; and reli- 
gion, 226-227; and science, 227-229, 
233-235; and sponsorship, 229-231 

Our Movie-Made Children, 92, 96 

The Ox-Bow Incident, 163 


Palter, Ruth, 9 

Palumbo-Liu, David, 53 

Paramount Pictures, 56, 60, 62, 70, 72, 
186; Capra signing with, 203 

Parents magazine, 12, 96, LOI-102, 108; 
on Mr. Deeds Goes to Town, 100 

Parker, Fess, 239 

Paths to Maturity, 89 

Payne Fund Studies, 5, 8, 94, 96, 129, 259 
n.66 

Peck, Willys, 51, 59-63, 66-70, 72 

Peiss, Kathy, 34, 37 

Perot, Ross, 119 

Pershing, John J., 153 

Phillips, William, 70-71 

Photoplay Appreciation in American High 
Schools, 78-79, 86 

Photoplay Studies, 121-122, 131-133 

Platinum Blonde, 15, 48; advertising of, 
44-47 

Pocketful of Miracles, 15 

Poe, Edgar Allan, 222. 

Pope Pius XI, 143 

The Populist Revolt, 141 

Porter, Vincent, 191-192 
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Potemkin, 87 

Prevost, Marie, 34 

The Prisoner of Zenda, 109 

The Private Life of Henry the Eighth, 98, 
IOI 

Production Code Administration, 50, 52, 
54 59s 63, 94-95, 104 

Progressive Prison Systems, 161 

Purple Heart, 176 


Radio: educational programming, 130; 
relations of, with film industry, 114; 
and patriotism, 125, 156; Your Child 
program, 114-116. See also Advertising 

Radio City Music Hall, 46, 47, 48, 52, 
241 

“Radio’s Attraction for Hosewives,” 9 

Rahtz, Robert: on film studies, 164 

Ramona, 113 

Ramsaye, Terry, 105; on Mr. Deeds Goes 
to Town, 98-99 

Rand, Helen, 79-80, 114 

Ray, Nicholas, 213 

Reagan, Ronald, 119 

Reap the Wild Wind, 186 

Reed, Donna, 189-191, 196 

Rembrandt, 98 

Remery Gor 55 

Reynolds, J. A., 185-186 

Ricketson, Frank, 12, 41 

Riding High, 204-205 

Riesman, David, 8 

Riesman, Evelyn T., 8 

Riordan, Richard, 119 

Riskin, Robert, 2 

Roach, Hal, 14 

The Road to Rio, 208 

Robeson, Paul: A Ballad of All Americans, 
125 

Robin, Ron, 175, 180 

Robinson, Edward G., 176 

Robson, May, 48 

Rockwell, Norman, 120; Four Freedoms, 
166 


Rogers, Ginger, 101-102 

Romeo and Juliet, 98, 102, 105, 107-109, 
III 

Roosevelt, Eleanor, 120 

Roosevelt, Franklin, 124; as educator, 131; 
and German Ppows, 175; and populism, 
143 

Roosevelt, Theodore, 125 

Rose, Billy, 188 

Ross, Steven, 140 

Rossen, Robert, 182 

Rugg, Harold, 80 

Russell, Rosalind, 189 

Ryan, Mary, 10 


San Francisco, 105, 108 

San Francisco Chronicle, 237 

San Quentin News, 188-189 

San Quentin State Prison, 160, 162, 182- 
183; alcoholism at, 194-195; education 
at, 186-187; entertainment at, 188-189, 
200. See also It’s a Wonderful Life 

Saturday Evening Post, 90, 166 

Saunders, Thomas J., 52 

Schallert, Edwin, 150 

Schenck, Nicholas, 205 

Screen, 3 

Seiferheld, Elizabeth, 114 

Seitz, George B., 105 

Selznick, David O., 165; and the problem 
with Hollywood, 208 

Sennett, Mack, 14 

Seuss, Dr., 222 

Sex Hygiene, 168 

Shakespeare, William, 90, 98, 101, 107, 
109 

Shanghai Express: Chinese censorship of, 
60-63, 67, 70, 725 74 

Shaw, George Bernard, 90 

Shearer, Norma, 57, 81-82, 91, 102 

Show Boat, 102, 109 

The Sign of the Cross, 85-86, 89 

Simmel, George, 37 

The Simpsons, 133 


Sinclair, Upton, 141 

Singer, Ben, 3, 37 

Sister Kenny, 189 

Smith, Kate, 125 

Snow White, 115 

A Sociology of the Cinema: The Audience, 3 
Sony Corporation, 239 

Soviet Union: Capra’s opinion of, 142 
Stacey, Jackie, 3, 11, 14, 35, 193, 201 
Staiger, Janet, 3, 25,140 

Stalin, Josef, 143, 179 

Stanwyck, Barbara, 32, 33, 345 355 43 5°, 
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State of the Union, 16, 203; against Holly- 
wood, 207-208, 217; audience analysis 
of, 213-215; and Capra’s celebrity, 204; 
as literary artifact, 206; as political 
film, 209-211, 215-218; as religious 
film, 210; and university curriculum, 
213, 235; viewer displeasure with, 212 

Stewart, James (actor), 119-120, 199; 
prisoner response to, 189, 191, 193, 197 

Stewart, James (American consul gen- 
eral), 137-138 

Stimson, Henry, 175 

Stokes, Melvyn, 3 

Stone, Grace Zaring, 52 

The Story of Louis Pasteur, 87, 101, 105, 
108-109, 175 

The Strange Case of the Cosmic Rays, 220 

Street Scene, 82 

Studlar, Gaylyn, 27 

Submarine, 23, 28, 33 

Suez, 115 

Sun Yat-sen, 57 

Susman, Warren, 124-125 


Swing Time, 109 


Talking Pictures, 79, 97 
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Taylor, Robert, 105, 107 
The Tell-Tale Hart, 222 
Temple, Shirley, 105 
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Texas Rangers, 109 
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The Thin Red Line, 213 
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